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Abstract 
As it presently stands, work engagement is a contested construct leading to 
difficulties with construct validity and conceptualisation.  While the original research 
by Kahn (1990) was focussed on within-person episodic, context dependent 
engagement, the majority of subsequent empirical research placed work engagement 
not only as an attitudinal trait, between-person construct, but also as the opposite to 
pre-existing theories such as burnout.  Further conceptual clarity remains a priority, as 
does the investigation of its potential as a within-person construct as originally 
conceptualised.  While trait level engagement may offer insight into the differences 
between people, within-person task level engagement can provide a different 
perspective, including insight into the impact of proximal situational and 
psychological influences.   
For the purposes of this thesis, task engagement is defined as temporary 
(episodic) engagement in a task or activity within a work context.  Work engagement, 
on the other hand has been defined as a “positive, fulfilling, work-related state of mind 
that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” (Schaufeli, Salanova, 
Gonzalez-Roma, & Bakker, 2002, p. 74), and further, as a “persistent and pervasive 
affective cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, event, individual 
or behaviour” (Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2006, p. 702). 
To that end, this thesis addressed two key problems.  First, the limited amount 
of theoretical development stemming from the original research in the area (i.e. Kahn, 
1990), and second, the absence of a full exploration of work engagement as a temporal 
dynamic episodic construct at the task level—specifically, what it is comprised of and 
an exploration of its proximal antecedents and consequences. 
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A mixed methods approach was utilised across the two studies in this research.  
Study 1 consisted of 21 in-depth interviews.  A critical incident methodology was used 
in which participants were invited to relate a recent, salient episode of task engagement 
and to examine with detailed nuance, the characteristics, the antecedents and 
consequences of that episode.  Study 1 formed new theory in respect of how work 
engagement is conceptualised by the person within the event (task).  It showed that 
participants described it in terms of three characteristics: the distortion of time; 
complete absorption in the task; and a state of high cognitive efficiency.  This research 
confirmed Kahn’s three psychological antecedents (safety, availability and meaning), 
though with an additional psychological antecedent of self-efficacy.  It also extended 
Kahn’s theory by identifying situational antecedents to task engagement.  These were 
respectively: challenge/skills balance; perceived control; and in-task goals and 
feedback.  Study 1 also showed that there were proximal gains accrued as a 
consequence of experiencing task engagement.  These formed two overall categories: 
energy/recovery and personal resource gains (including improved self-efficacy, 
relationships and organisational involvement).   
The purpose of Study 2 was to add clarity and specificity to the findings from 
Study 1.  Participants (n=196) completed five days of morning, afternoon and evening 
daily diary surveys.  Various procedures were used (predominantly t-tests, analyses of 
variance (ANOVA) and multiple linear regressions) to test the research questions and 
hypothesised relationships derived from Study 1.  The results revealed that participants 
experienced on average, two short bursts of task engagement per day, with most 
episodes of task engagement lasting from .5 to one hour in length.  Further, they 
showed that most episodes concluded because of imposed external influences.  Study 
2 also confirmed that those who experienced task engagement episodes acquired 
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personal gains in the form of energy and recovery and increased personal resources.  
Further, it indicated that these gains endured until the end of the day—suggesting the 
presence of temporary sustained gains. 
My original contribution to knowledge is significant new theory to the research 
area of work engagement.  It has extended existing theory by combining work 
engagement and flow research to generate the concept of task engagement.  It has 
offered significant clarity around characteristics, proximal antecedents, and 
consequences of task engagement.  It has provided clarity regarding the duration and 
frequency of task engagement episodes and the factors that make an episode of task 
engagement end.  In addition, this research has proposed a model for task engagement, 
providing a basis for ongoing research.   
Theoretically, this research has significance as it offers a new construct of task 
work engagement.  In contrast to the leading portrayals of engagement, this research 
has positioned the construct as an intrinsic motivational concept that is temporal and 
dynamic, involving the interplay of person and situation, and has application for 
energy, recovery and personal resource gains as well as positive organisational 
behaviours.   
In a practical sense this research is also significant in that it may facilitate the 
development of organisational methods to determine levels of task engagement within 
organisations, and thereby generate more responsive data about the health and well-
being of the organisation and its employees.  In addition, organisations and 
practitioners will have greater understanding of the antecedents (both situational and 
psychological) which will enable better job design and organisational practices to 
facilitate the occurrence of task engagement at work. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
Although concepts such as involvement and commitment reflect average 
orientations over time as if in a still photograph, personal engagement and 
disengagement reveal the variance typically hidden in those averages.  
Regardless of levels of involvement and commitment, people still experience 
leaps (engagement] and falls (disengagement] (Kahn, 1990, p. 718). 
The goal of positive psychology is to “raise the bar for the human condition” 
(Seligman, 2012, p. 1).  Its purpose is to investigate the factors that enable individuals 
to flourish; that is, to cultivate their talents, to develop their inner capacities for 
adaption and resilience, to feel joy, and to meaningfully contribute to the world.  Rather 
than focussing on healing, it is specifically concerned with prevention—in the form of 
barriers or buffers against stress and pathology and its focus on the amplification of 
human strengths and capacity for adaptive responses (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
2000).  This philosophy has its roots in the humanistic traditions of the 1960s, but 
perhaps is even more relevant today in the context of rising rates of depression, and  
corresponding increases in work demands and work stress (D'Aveni, Dagnino, & 
Smith, 2010; Hodgson, 2014; Melchior  et al., 2007). 
The construct of engagement at work, when viewed as a within-person 
fluctuating construct, is a merging of positive psychology and the current focus on 
with-person processes that influence positive organisational outcomes.  It reflects the 
increasing interest and concern for the quality of people’s psychological experiences 
at work, the contextual aspects that encourage and harness adaptive functioning in 
organisations, and the influences of work on individuals in their broader psychological, 
social and familial contexts.  
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Constructs such as work engagement, when viewed as a temporal dynamic state, 
potentially offers organisations the capacity to determine the elements that positively 
influence behaviours on an individual level, that is, the conditions that liberate 
individual strengths, energies and motivations on a day to day, hour to hour basis.  The 
study of episodic, task focussed engagement represents a move towards investigating 
the minutiae of daily events and the myriad of micro adjustments that can be made to 
improve performance and positive organisational outcomes (Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011). 
To that end, this research is focussed on short-term, within-person episodes of 
task engagement, their antecedents and consequences.  Episodes, for the purposes of 
this research, will be defined as “time bound, and their beginnings and endings  
subjectively experienced” (Beal, Weiss, Barros, & MacDermid, 2005, p. 1055).  Task 
engagement is defined as temporary (episodic) engagement in a task, activity or role 
within a work context.  This latter definition is drawn from Kahn’s (1990) 
conceptualisation of engagement which defined people’s degree of psychological 
presence “during particular moments of role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 692).  
Work engagement, on the other hand has been defined as a “positive, fulfilling, work-
related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption” 
(Schaufeli  et al., 2002, p. 74), and further, as a “persistent and pervasive affective 
cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, event, individual or 
behaviour” (Schaufeli  et al., 2006, p. 702). 
As it presently stands, work engagement is a contested construct.  While the 
original research by Kahn (1990) was focussed on the liberation of personal 
expression, the majority of empirical research in the work engagement area has been 
focussed on the association between work engagement and positive organisational 
outcomes.  And to that end, engaged employees have been found to be more creative, 
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have stronger citizenship behaviour, more satisfied clients, and better role performance 
than their non-engaged colleagues (Demerouti, Cropanzano, Bakker, & Leiter, 2010; 
Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009b). This association is 
particularly prevalent in the practitioner related literature which is primarily concerned 
with the useability of the construct of engagement and its relationship with 
performance outcomes (Harter, 2000; Harter & Schmidt, 2008; Harter, Schmidt, 
Agrawal, & Plowman, 2013; Harter, Schmidt, & Hayes, 2002; Harter, Schmidt, 
Killham, & Asplund, 2007).    
In addition, different conceptualisations of work engagement prevail.  In this 
respect, limited research directly expanded upon Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation of 
engagement as episodic and context dependent.  Instead, a decade after Kahn’s 
research, researchers reinvigorated the notion of engagement and subsumed it into the 
burnout literature.  This in turn spurned a rich research stream—focusing on the 
operationalisation of engagement as a burnout related construct (Maslach, Jackson, & 
Leiter, 1997).  In this context, engagement was placed not only as an attitudinal, 
between-person construct (rather than an episodic within-person construct, as devised 
by Kahn), but was positioned as the opposite to burnout.   
In addition to conceptual and consequent measurement differences, and of direct 
relevance to this research, engagement is also contested in the sense of whether it is a 
pervasive enduring construct, or one characterised by “momentary ebbs and flows” 
(Kahn, 1990, p. 692).  Once again, most of the empirical research has focussed on 
work engagement as an attitudinal and relatively stable concept.  Notwithstanding this, 
a limited amount of recent research has begun to study work engagement as a more 
temporary psychological state, one that varies within each individual on a day level 
basis.  In this framework, “state” work engagement is conceptualised as short lived 
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reactions to external cues—in contrast to trait work engagement, which represents 
more stable and temporally enduring individual differences (George, 1991; Gray, 
Watson, Payne, & Cooper, 2001).  Thus, in line with overall increasing interest in the 
minutiae of human behaviours at work, engagement too, is evolving in this way.  There 
is a small but compelling indication in the state engagement research that there are 
situational and psychological factors that serve to influence individual’s engagement 
at work on a fluctuating basis (Sonnentag, Dormann, & Demerouti, 2010).  However, 
difficulties exist with respect to the conceptualisation of state engagement.  Key 
authors in this area have drawn upon existing trait engagement research (which in turn 
was derived from the burnout and job resources literatures), and which remains 
fundamentally different from the original conceptualisation of within-person 
engagement as defined by Kahn (1990). 
Despite the conceptual difficulties, the emergence of state perspectives of work 
engagement is not in itself a problem.  While possibly antithetical, the co-occurrence 
of state and trait perspectives can be considered complementary rather than competing 
(Bakker, 2015).  This divergence of foci has significant literary precedence in other 
fields of research (e.g. positive affect and well-being) which have extended their 
previous trait foci and expanded it to encompass within-person perspectives.  This is 
generally because research focussing on between-person processes is limited in the 
sense that it is unable to examine the influence of variable phenomena (i.e. events, 
experiences and cognitions that happen at a daily level) (Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011).  
While trait theories provide important information about the differences between 
people, researchers have questioned their utility in providing a viable explanation for 
differences within individuals, in terms of how they think, feel and behave at any 
particular point in time, or in the context of particular situations (Nezlek, 2007).  As a 
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consequence, there has been an increased interest in more dynamic models that 
investigate within-person, short-term fluctuations (Xanthopoulou, Bakker, & Ilies, 
2012). The capability of analysing these shifts in foci have been supported by 
methodological advancements such as diary studies and multilevel modelling, which 
allow short-term, within-person fluctuations to be measured with greater efficiency 
and validity (Bakker & Daniels, 2013a).  
Within-person research in the related area of well-being (e.g. Bakker, 2015; 
Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Dimotakis, Scott, & Koopman, 2011), has 
provided some important insights into constructs previously considered traits.  For 
example, in a study by Ilies, Scott and Judge (2006) on state and trait citizenship 
behaviour, a significant portion of the variance in citizenship behaviours was found to 
be within-person.  Similar within person variation has been found in studies of 
personality and emotion (Fleeson, 2004), citizenship behaviour (Ilies, Scott, & Judge, 
2006) well-being (Xanthopoulou  et al., 2012) and work engagement (Sonnentag  et 
al., 2010). Authors in each of these areas convey the importance of studying 
psychological processes that explain the large amount of within-person variability that 
exists in each of these constructs and importantly the role of the situation in 
precipitating this variability (Fleeson, 2004). Having said that, research into well-being 
(e.g. Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011), has shown that a person’s general level of well-being 
is relatively stable, but fluctuates substantially from day to day and week to week.  
Further, these between-person variations in well-being, are generally not arbitrary, but 
can be explained by specific proximal events: such as episodes of affect in the 
workplace (Dimotakis  et al., 2011), job stresses (Rodell & Judge, 2009), and work-
related strategies (Judge, Woolf, & Hurst, 2009).  
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Notwithstanding the above, between-person studies are valuable for describing 
how people generally act and behave in everyday life, and further, are important for 
explaining differences between people.  Thus both the trait and state approaches are 
required in order to fully explain any construct under examination (Fleeson, 2004).  
Evidence suggests that traits do not influence, predict or even adequately describe 
individual state based behaviour, which is highly variable.  However, behaviour over 
time is relatively stable and thus trait approaches are needed to predict and describe 
the differences between people over long periods of time (Fleeson, 2004). For all these 
reasons, the study of both within and between-person variations may contribute to a 
more complete explanation of employee functioning at work (Fleeson, 2004; 
Xanthopoulou  et al., 2012). 
As it currently stands, work engagement research has mainly taken a trait based 
approach.  While trait level engagement may offer insight into the differences between 
people, within-person level engagement can provide a different perspective, including 
the impact of proximal situational and psychological influences.  Finally the 
investigation of episodes of task engagement can provide important information 
regarding the impact of engagement fluctuation on organisationally relevant outcomes.  
The following section will provide a brief overview of the key literatures that 
contribute to this thesis for the purposes of providing a theoretical framework.  First, 
the seminal research by Kahn (1990) will be discussed.  This will be followed by 
alternative (and closely related) within-person literatures that lend insight to the 
research, and finally a brief review of the current state of engagement literature will 
be provided.  All of this material will be examined in more detail in the following 
literature review chapter. 
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State Engagement Research 
Back to the Beginning – Kahn (1990). 
Kahn (1990; 1992) first generated the concept of work engagement in 
Psychological Conditions of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at Work which 
was published in the Academy of Management Journal in 1990.  His ethnographic 
study of camp counsellors and members of an architecture firm provided a 
comprehensive foundation for the construct of engagement.  It offered insight into 
some of the conceptual boundaries around the ebbs and flows of work engagement and 
its psychological antecedents.   
Kahn (1990) defined engagement as “the harnessing of organization members’ 
selves to their work roles, in engagement, people employ and express themselves 
physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances” (p. 694).  He 
described engagement as the degree of psychological presence individuals 
demonstrated during certain moments of their role performances.  Further, Kahn 
identified three psychological antecedents that facilitated the extent to which people 
personally engaged.  These conditions were meaningfulness, safety, and availability.  
Overall, Kahn clearly articulated engagement as an episodic, variable, role 
performance that people moved in and out of, to varying degrees, throughout the day.  
Kahn’s research was arguably ahead of its time, and in recent years, alternative 
theories and constructs are broadening (or narrowing) their focus to examine how their 
constructs vary according to different contexts (Dunlop, 2015). 
Alternative Inputs to the Within-Person Engagement Space. 
Other related streams of research are providing insight into the potential of 
within-person work engagement.  For example, the construct of performance episodes, 
that is, the study of within-person fluctuations of performance over a given day, is 
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currently an emerging area of research (Bakker & Daniels, 2013a).  As proposed by 
Beal and colleagues (Beal & Ghandour, 2011; Beal & Weiss, 2013; Beal  et al., 2005), 
performance levels fluctuate significantly within the same person during the course of 
a single day.  Further, they fluctuate in response to the dynamic nature of affect 
(emotions and moods). 
Another example of relevant within-person research concerns episodes of 
positive affect, particularly as they are applied to work life.  Research in this area has 
shown that people who experience episodes of positive affect; tend to think, feel and 
behave in ways that facilitate both personal resource building, positive organisational 
outcomes such as creativity and motivation, as well as increasing their approach 
behaviours – i.e. facilitating their desire for more intimate involvement in a work task 
(Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). Furthermore, as people experience episodes of 
positive affect, this has impacts on a range of behaviours that lead to increasing 
incidences of positive affect (gain spirals) which in turn create episodes of positive 
affect (Garland  et al., 2010). 
Finally, the construct of flow offers much potential to within-person work 
engagement, primarily because it shares significant similarity to the notion of 
engagement (as a peak experience), and it offers a considerable body of research to 
draw upon.  The construct of flow was first established by Csikszentmihalyi (1975), 
who described it as "the holistic sensation that people feel when they act with total 
involvement" (p.4).  It describes the temporary experience of working at full capacity 
with intense involvement and effortless action (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009).  Studies 
of work-related flow have shown it to be associated with positive organisational 
outcomes such as: job satisfaction (Bryce & Haworth, 2002); recovery (Debus, 
Sonnentag, Deutsch, & Nussbeck, 2014); self-efficacy (Salanova, Bakker, & Llorens, 
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2006); job performance in the presence of  Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) motivating 
job characteristics (Demerouti, 2006); greater positive mood, task interest and 
performance (Eisenberger, Jones, Stinglhamber, Shanock, & Randall, 2005); job 
resources (Mäkikangas, Bakker, Aunola, & Demerouti, 2010), as well as the ability to 
act like a contagion and positively influence other people (Bakker, 2005).  
Each of the above research areas will be covered in more detail in the following 
literature review chapter.  They are briefly described above in order to demonstrate 
that the emerging development of a within-person focus in research, highlights the 
potential to capture the dynamic, temporal aspects of work engagement and the 
information it captures about engagement as it happens.  Work engagement researched 
in this way will provide valuable information about its temporal antecedents (both 
situational and psychological) as well as its proximal consequences.  These 
fluctuations of work engagement may ultimately be transformed into job and 
organisation design strategies that contribute to engaged and productive workplaces 
(Xanthopoulou  et al., 2012). 
The following section provides an overview of the current state of engagement 
research in order to provide a context for this current research. 
Current State of Engagement Research. 
Since Kahn (1990), work engagement has adopted a trait based approach and as 
such, has seen a steady stream of research; mostly in the context of pre-existing 
theories such as job resources and burnout (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Cole, Walter, 
Bedeian, & O’Boyle, 2012; Hakanen, Perhoniemi, & Toppinen-Tanner, 2008a; Leiter  
et al., 2012; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & 
Schaufeli, 2009a).  The difficulty with this approach is that a holistic examination of 
what it means to be engaged at work has not been undertaken since Kahn (1990).  
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Despite the theoretical groundwork laid by Kahn, who described not only what 
engagement was along with the psychological conditions that motivate it, most 
researchers post-Kahn, have instead taken the term engagement and conceptualised it 
according to the host theory under investigation. 
The consequence for the field of engagement research as a whole, is a construct 
with a “sparse and diverse theoretical and empirically demonstrated nomological net” 
(Macey & Schneider, 2008b p.10).  Across the literature as a whole, there are 
numerous definitions and conceptualisations of engagement, leading to subsequent 
difficulties with construct validity.  Operationally, the measures of engagement have 
been assembled as a collection of one or more, of four different attitudes (job 
satisfaction, organisational commitment, psychological empowerment, and job 
involvement) indicating conceptual confusion (Macey & Schneider, 2008b; Masson, 
Royal, Agnew, & Fine, 2008; Schaufeli  et al., 2006; Shuck, 2011).  Although a 
significant body of research shows engagement as influencing positive organisational 
outcomes, the construct of engagement as it stands, is one that contains significant 
confusion in its theoretical development.  In addition, in an academic context, it is a 
construct that differs markedly from the original construct as defined by Kahn (1990).  
Hence as it currently stands, engagement is a contested construct.   
Leading engagement researchers (e.g. May, Gilson, & Harter, 2004; Meyer & 
Gagne, 2008; Salanova, Agut, & Peiro, 2005; Schaufeli  et al., 2002; Sonnentag, 2003) 
have acknowledged the original research conducted by Kahn as being exemplary in 
nature.  Further, the original article has been cited close to 3000 times (as of September 
2015).  Despite this, few researchers have progressed it, extended, or explored its 
conclusions in any systematic way.  Potentially, this is because the research culture of 
the time, being largely positivist with a strong preference for quantitative research, did 
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not encourage the in-depth investigation of the theory that was required.  The difficulty 
of conducting the research, the inherent perceived limitations of qualitative research, 
particularly by the psychological field, can perhaps provide one reason for the lack of 
further examination. 
Instead, researchers in related fields took the concept of engagement and placed 
it within the confines of established psychological research streams.  As an example, 
engagement was integrated into the burnout literature and presented as the antithesis 
of burnout (Cole  et al., 2012; Maslach & Leiter, 2008; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; 
Schaufeli  et al., 2002).  In other instances, it has been presented as part of the job 
resources stream, (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & 
Schaufeli, 2007; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  
In addition, a prolific stream of research has emanated from the consultancy 
sector, primarily concerned with the useability of the construct and its actionable 
outcomes, particularly those that pertain to performance (Harter  et al., 2002; Harter  
et al., 2007; Towers Perrin, 2003; Towers Watson, 2012).  While these alternative 
conceptualisations provide an interesting addition to the original existing theory as 
provided by Kahn (1990), they effectively all contribute to a perpetuation of the 
confusion surrounding what engagement is (Saks, 2008).  
Until recently, very few researchers (Binnewies & Sonnentag, 2013; Sonnentag, 
2011; Sonnentag  et al., 2010) have considered work engagement as temporal and 
dynamic.  Most researchers avoid the state-trait dimension all together, preferring 
instead to define it according to the style of research within which they have inserted 
it.  For example, in the burnout literature, it is described as a “persistent and pervasive 
affective cognitive state that is not focused on any particular object, event, individual 
or behaviour” (Schaufeli  et al., 2006, p. 702).  Accordingly, on placing engagement 
 12 Chapter 1: Introduction 
within a host construct, engagement has then taken on the attributes of the host theory 
(i.e., a persistent and pervasive state).   
Other authors (Macey & Schneider, 2008a; Saks, 2008), attempting to synthesise 
the prolific burst of engagement research into a coherent theoretical framework, have 
highlighted the issue of differences in whether engagement is conceptualised as state 
or trait.  Macey and Schneider (2008b, p. 13) reflect that;  
Time frames are rarely if ever explicitly referred to in perspectives related to 
engagement like those we have described here, and the previous literature 
referred to seems to implicitly assume a relatively durable engagement state.  
Thus, we unfortunately do not yet have either appropriate conceptual 
boundaries or adequate operationalization of those boundaries (p. 13).   
In respect of the current state of engagement research, another underdeveloped 
area from Kahn’s (1990) original research, are the antecedents to engagement at work.  
Kahn developed his theory using a grounded perspective, building it on the basis of 
in-depth interviews and consideration of existing theoretical perspectives—especially 
that of Hackman and Oldham’s job characteristics theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1975; 
Hackman & Oldham, 1980).  Kahn identified a number of antecedents to engaging 
events that were generalisable across people in significantly differing contexts and 
professions.  As stated earlier, these antecedents were identified as meaning, safety, 
and availability.  Almost a quarter of a century later, these concepts still have relevance 
in the modern workplace in which the concept of finding meaning in work remains a 
sought after concept (Ryff, 1989; Schueller & Seligman, 2010; Steger, 2012).  
Similarly, the notion of psychological safety, i.e. trusting that the organisation and its 
leaders will keep you safe and allow you voice, is also a prevalent modern 
organisational concern (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004).  Finally, the notion of availability 
 Chapter 1: Introduction 13 
also has significant modern resonance in that the constancy and variability of life and 
job demands impinges upon our availability to do our jobs, as our physical and 
emotional resources become increasingly stretched (May  et al., 2004; Xanthopoulou  
et al., 2009a).  Hence, Kahn’s preconditions (safety, availability and meaning), 
possibly have even more relevance today than they did in 1990. 
To reiterate, Kahn’s (1990) research is still entirely relevant and applicable to 
today’s organisations.  Some of his key tenants, the nature of engagement events, and 
the antecedents to these events are significant in the modern context.  Nevertheless, 
his original concepts have remained mostly unexplored, and insufficient theoretical 
development has occurred in respect of Kahn’s original research.  Thus, there is a case 
for re-investigating the construct as conceptualised by Kahn and extending the findings 
to potentially building an understanding between Kahn’s work and the body of 
engagement and related research contributions that have developed in its wake, 
especially with a renewed interest in within-person variability.   
Problem Statement 
Work engagement is a contested construct, hindered by differing 
conceptualisations and lack of theoretical development in its own right (i.e. without 
the confines of other host constructs).  The conceptualisation of engagement as 
temporal, episodic and situationally contextual, remains under-developed in respect of 
its components, antecedents and consequences.  In addition, the scoping of an episode 
of task engagement and how it may be characterised, remains relatively unexplored.  
To that end, the problems that this thesis is attempting to address are twofold.  First, 
the lack of theoretical development stemming from the original research in the area 
(i.e. Kahn, 1990), and second, in the context of Kahn, an exploration of work 
engagement as a temporal dynamic construct focussed on a task, and the requirement 
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for an extension of Kahn’s original work—specifically, what task engagement is 
comprised of and an exploration of its antecedents and consequences. 
Purpose/Objectives of the Research 
The purpose of this research is to re-examine the construct of work engagement 
from the basis of Kahn’s (1990) original research.  Because of the inherent discrepancy 
between Kahn’s engagement research, and current conceptualisations of work 
engagement, the purpose of this project is to, in effect; problematise the research—
particularly with respect to its conceptualisation, antecedents, and consequences.  
Rather than attempting to synthesise the varying viewpoints, the aim of this research 
is to reinvestigate work engagement - from its foundation, to enable the construct 
unfettered conceptual development.  In doing so, the objective is to build upon Kahn’s 
original work which positions work engagement as an episodic, within-person 
construct, and extend it in order to generate new theory and enable a an extended, more 
fully scoped viewpoint to emerge.  As part of this process, current viewpoints will be 
examined for their contribution and theoretical overlap. 
Because this aim of this research is largely about building new theory, a mixed 
methodology will be employed.  A theory generating approach will be taken which 
has two purposes: to examine the phenomenon of task engagement from the point of 
view of participants and their particular social, institutional or organisational contexts; 
and to build new theory on the basis of the research in consultation with existing 
theory.  Participants in organisations across a variety of sectors who experience 
episodes of engagement at work will provide the data for this research.   
This research will contribute to clarifying the conceptual confusion surrounding 
the construct of episodic within-person task engagement.  It will offer a foundation on 
which to base ongoing within-person research in the area of work engagement, which 
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will aid both research and practice.  Ultimately, it will provide further information to 
organisations on how to design work to increase work engagement in a proximal 
context that in turn may improve the psychological well-being and productivity of their 
workers. In addition, it will enable individuals to exercise self-leadership, by using the 
information to manage upwards, to guide supervisors and leaders towards creating 
working environments more conducive to engagement.  
Finally, an episodic task engagement model will be developed in order to 
represent the full process of an engaging episode at work.  The model, which will be 
based on the results of this research, will provide an overview of the antecedents, the 
characteristics and consequences of an episode of task engagement at work. 
Significance and Scope 
Aside from the original research conducted by Kahn in 1990, there has been 
limited within-person research conducted in the area of work engagement.  This 
research will provide new insights and offer a new theoretical framework within which 
to understand the process of episodes of task engagement at work.  In addition, the 
framework will offer an explication of the proximal antecedents and consequences of 
episodes of engagement at work, which in the main contributes new theory.  It will 
explore the consequences of episodes of engagement at work, particularly in respect 
of its capacity to aid in the development of personal resources and well-being.  This 
research will link the new emergent theory to existing theoretical concepts as 
applicable.  In summary, it will provide a theoretical and conceptual framework for 
understanding episodes of engagement at work, it proximal antecedents, and 
consequences. 
The research questions for this thesis are as follows:  
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RQ 1: What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work?  
RQ 2:  What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work?  
RQ 3: What are the consequences of an episode of task engagement of work? 
Thesis Outline 
A mixed methods approach will be taken for this research to enable different, 
though complementary, data to emerge on episodes of task engagement at work.  The 
qualitative, in-depth interviews from Study 1 will provide a deep exploration of the 
psychological and situational dynamics of engaging episodes at work.  Study 2 is a 
diary study, which enables an analysis of engagement episodes with respect to their 
timing, antecedents, and immediate consequences.  These separate approaches are 
designed to provide the detailed richness that is currently lacking in terms of the 
psychological and situational dynamics of task engagement episodes at work.  The 
empirically based diary studies will provide quantitative data about the number and 
duration of the episodes, providing new theory regarding the attributes of episodes of 
engagement. 
Chapter two will provide a literature review relevant to the full thesis.  Chapters 
three and four respectively contain the two complete studies, each with their attendant 
introductions, methodologies, analysis, and discussion.  Chapter five is the discussion 
chapter, integrating the results of both studies and providing a conceptual theoretical 
framework based on the findings of the two studies.  These chapters are outlined as 
follows. 
Chapter 2 – Literature Review. 
Chapter 2 comprises a review of the key work engagement and related 
literatures.  This will include the seminal work by Khan (1990); contributions from the 
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trait engagement literature (e.g., burnout and job demands / resources literatures); 
literature emanating from the consultancy sector (as these comprise a great deal of the 
output around engagement); the recently emerging state engagement literature; the 
construct of flow (as it shares considerable similarities to the construct of task 
engagement); and finally, relevant contributions from other related literatures in the 
general area of positive psychology.  These literatures will each be discussed and 
distilled in terms of the three focus areas of this research: the defining of an episode of 
engagement at work, (i.e. what it is comprised of); its proximal antecedents; and its 
consequences. 
Chapter 3 – Study 1 (Qualitative Study – In Depth Interviews).   
The purpose of Study 1 is to generate a theoretical framework within which to 
understand episodes of task engagement.  To develop a comprehensive, detailed 
understanding of what it is, how it is described by those who experience it, and what 
it feels like when it happens.  Further, Study 1 seeks to understand the proximal 
antecedents for engagement episodes to occur and finally, the proximal consequences 
of having episodes of engagement at work. 
Study 1 will be an inductive study involving in-depth interviews, the purpose of 
which is to identify specific task engagement episodes experienced by research 
participants, and to closely examine these episodes to yield detailed information 
regarding the characteristics of an episode of work engagement, its proximal 
antecedents and its proximal consequences.  The chapter discusses the methodology 
used in the study (a critical incident method), the stages by which the methodology 
was implemented and the research design.  The chapter will provide details of the 
participants as well as the instruments used and justification of their use.  It outlines 
the procedures and discusses how the data will be analysed.  A discussion and analysis 
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of the results in relation to the dominant theoretical engagement conceptualisations 
will be undertaken, which includes how this current research may reflect or diverge 
from the existing theoretical positions, particularly that of Kahn (1990).  
Chapter 4 - Study 2 (Quantitative Study). 
Study 1 necessitates a qualitative approach as a deep understanding of the 
research problem is required.  The purpose of Study 2 is to quantitatively examine and 
to lend further clarity to some of the findings from Study 1.  By mixing both 
quantitative and qualitative methods, the overall research benefits in terms of breadth, 
depth of understanding and corroboration, while offsetting the weaknesses inherent in 
using each approach by itself (Cavana, Delahaye, & Sekaran, 2001; Silverman, 
2005).  The quantitative follow-up study will provide the ability to triangulate the data 
and assure its validity (Migiro & Magangi, 2011).  Essentially, the provision of the 
additional supplemental data provided through the quantitative study, will strengthen 
the effectiveness of the overall research. 
Chapter 5 – Discussion. 
Chapter five will discuss the major findings and contributions of this thesis.  
Studies 1 and 2 will be reviewed and integrated in terms of how they addressed the 
research objectives of the thesis.  A final conceptual framework of episodic task 
engagement at work will be presented.  The original contributions of the research and 
their significance will be summarised, and the implications for theory, research and 
practice will be offered, followed by the limitations of the study.  Finally, the overall 
conclusions of the thesis will be provided.  
Summary 
Kahn’s (1990) ethnographic study of camp counsellors and members of an 
architecture firm provided a comprehensive foundation for the construct of work 
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engagement.  It offered insight into some of the conceptual boundaries around work 
engagement and the psychological antecedents that were essential to enable 
engagement to happen.  Subsequent research has reconsidered engagement in the 
context of pre-existing theories such as job resources and burnout, resulting in a 
construct hindered by differing conceptualisations and lack of theoretical development 
of the original construct.  
To that end, the problems that this thesis endeavours to address are twofold.  
First, the lack of theoretical development stemming from the original research in the 
area (i.e. Kahn, 1990), and second, in the context of the original research in the area 
(Kahn, 1990), an exploration and extension of work engagement as a temporal 
dynamic construct, its components, antecedents and consequences.  In line with 
emerging research focussed on within-person processes, the research will reinvestigate 
and extend the original research by Kahn, with a view to providing additional 
theoretical input into the within-person work engagement space.  It will also provide a 
conceptual model of an episode of task engagement at work. 
The following chapter will provide a detailed literature review of substantially 
contributing engagement theorists, as well as the previously mentioned theoretical 
contributions from relevant related literature. 
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 
The present thesis aims to explore the construct of task engagement at work for 
the following reasons.  First, engagement as an organisational construct is widely 
utilised in organisational domains.  Despite its significance as an organisational 
construct, it has been beset by differing definitions, conceptualisations and 
operationalisations, resulting in difficulties with construct validity.  Second, the main 
body of engagement research differs significantly from the original research by Kahn 
(1990), who perceived it as an episodic state that ebbs and flows in the context of the 
situation.  Instead, subsequent research (representing the main body of research) 
absorbed engagement into the burnout and job demands/resources literature where it 
was conceptualised as an attitudinal trait—consistent with other organisational 
research of the time which was generally interested in more stable attitudinal 
conceptualisations.  It also changed its focus to the broader referent of job engagement, 
rather than Kahn’s focus on task/role engagement.  Third, recent state engagement 
research, while changing the foci to the within-person daily fluctuations of 
engagement, has specifically done so within the parameters of the trait engagement 
research, including retaining its focus on work engagement rather than task or role 
engagement, as conceived by Kahn.  This has left the general field of work engagement 
research as contested, in need of further clarity and with limited connection with 
Kahn’s original research.  Accordingly, the present research aims to explore the notion 
of task engagement, in line with Kahn’s original conceptualisation of engagement 
within a task.  Specifically, it aims to build upon Kahn’s original research in order to 
further define and conceptualise the construct, as well as further explore the 
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antecedents and consequences of episodes of task engagement at work.  The specific 
relative focus of this research is illustrated below in figure 1.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The central research questions this thesis addresses are:  
1. What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work?  
2. What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work?  
3. What are the consequences of an episode of task engagement at work? 
In addressing these questions, a conceptual framework will be developed to 
articulate an episode of task engagement, its proximal antecedents and consequences. 
This chapter reviews and integrates the work engagement and related literatures.  
To reiterate, various conceptualisations of the work engagement construct exist and 
these major streams of engagement research will be covered.  As this research is 
specifically focussing on episodes of task engagement, the within-person literature will 
be examined.  This will include the seminal work by Khan (1990), recent state 
engagement research, as well as other related literatures, including; the construct of 
Figure 1.  Task engagement relative to other conceptualisations 
of work engagement. 
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flow (as it shares considerable similarities to the construct of task engagement at 
work), positive affect, peak experience/performance episodes and within-person well-
being.  The review of literature will then move to the broader (trait) work engagement 
literature, to consider what it can contribute to the examination of within-person 
episodes of task engagement.  This will include the academic research streams (e.g., 
burnout and resources literatures), and literature stemming from the consultancy sector 
(as these comprise a great deal of the output around work engagement).  These 
literatures will each be discussed and then distilled in terms of the three focus areas of 
this research: the defining of task engagement (what it is comprised of), its 
antecedents, and the consequences of being engaged in a work task. 
Finally, the literature will be summarised, its gaps articulated and the 
implications of this explored.  In this context, the research aims, questions and 
contributions of this thesis will be presented.  
First however, a brief broad review of work engagement research is provided in 
order to demonstrate the contestibility that exists in the broad area of work 
engagement. 
A Construct in Need of Clarity 
The increase and demands of global interconnectedness, productivity and 
changes in technology, means that employees are increasingly finding that demands 
for their time exceed their capacity – resulting in unprecedented levels of work stress 
and dissatisfaction with employers (Babakus & Yavas, 2011; Boyd, Tuckey, & 
Winefield, 2014; Crabtree, 2013; Towers Watson, 2012).  It is easy then, to see why 
for organisations the concept of work engagement and its oft-cited relationship with 
employee productivity and performance, is of such strong interest.  While the construct 
of work engagement has an academic history, it is overshadowed by the extensive use 
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of the construct in the consultancy sector promoted as a pathway to positive 
organisational performance (Babakus & Yavas, 2011; Boyd  et al., 2014; Crabtree, 
2013; Robertson, 2012; Towers Watson, 2012; Van Allen, 2014).  Nevertheless, 
academic researchers have provided growing input into work engagement, with a body 
of empirical work also generally illustrating the value to organisations of effectively 
engaging employees (Lin, Kain, & Fritz, 2013; Macey & Schneider, 2008b; Robertson, 
2012; Rutledge, 2006; Sonnentag, 2011; Subrahmanian & Durairaj, 2013).  To date 
however, despite the interest in improving work engagement and widespread corporate 
adoption of engagement surveys and strategies, practitioners and researchers still 
disagree about what work engagement is and how to go about liberating it (Cole  et 
al., 2012; Macey & Schneider, 2008b; Saks & Gruman, 2014; Sonnentag, 2011).  
Across the literature as a whole, there are numerous definitions and 
conceptualisations of work engagement, resulting in difficulty with construct validity 
and clarity (Macey & Schneider, 2008b).  Common conceptualisations and 
measurements of work engagement have been assembled as a collection of one or more 
of four different attitudes (job satisfaction, organisational commitment, psychological 
empowerment, and job involvement) signifying conceptual confusion (Macey & 
Schneider, 2008b; Masson  et al., 2008; Schaufeli  et al., 2006; Shuck, 2011).  For 
example, author Tim Rutledge (2005) in his book, Getting Engaged: The New 
Workplace Loyalty defines engaged employees as being “inspired by, attracted to, 
committed to [emphasis added] and fascinated with their work” (p. 269).  Engaged 
employees care about the future of the company and are willing to invest the 
discretionary effort [emphasis added] to ensure that the organisation succeeds 
(Rutledge, 2006), and they are more likely to stay with their organisations (intention 
to stay) (Hakanen, Schaufeli, & Ahola, 2008b).  Other definitions include: “an 
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employee’s attitudinal attachment [emphasis added] to his or her job and company, 
intention to act in company’s best interest, and willingness to invest discretionary 
effort [emphasis added] in achieving business goals” (Jesuthasan, 2003 p. 57); “a 
person who is fully involved [emphasis added] in, and enthusiastic about, his or her 
work” (Seijts & Crim, 2006 p. 2); and “an individual’s involvement and satisfaction 
[emphasis added] with as well as enthusiasm for work” (Harter & Schmidt, 2008 p. 
269).  Finally, Schaufeli et al. (2002) defined work engagement as a “positive, 
fulfilling, work-related state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication, and 
absorption” (p. 74).  They also renamed “personal engagement” as proposed by (Kahn, 
1990) to “work engagement” (Schaufeli et al., 2002).  
A more individually referenced explanation from Kahn (1990), describes 
personal engagement as “the simultaneous employment and expression of a person's 
‘preferred self’ in task behaviours that promote connections to work and to others, 
personal presence (physical, cognitive, and emotional), and active, full role 
performances” (p. 694).  Descriptions of positive affectivity such as; adaptivity, energy 
and enthusiasm (Macey & Schneider, 2008b), focus and absorption (Rothbard, 2001), 
cognitive vigilance (Kahn, 1990), vigour, energy and dedication (Shirom, 2003), are 
also consistently used to define the construct of work engagement, in an attempt to 
differentiate it from other similar constructs such as job satisfaction and organisational 
commitment (Macey & Schneider, 2008b).   
Different authors also provide different referents of engagement.  Kahn (1990) 
identified the role or task one performs, as the referent of engagement.   However in 
much of the academic research subsequent to Kahn, one’s relationship with work 
generally, is considered the referent of engagement.  According to Maslach et al. 
(2001) engagement is characterised by energy, involvement and efficacy, the direct 
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opposite of the three burnout dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy.  
Other research on burnout and engagement has found that the core dimensions of 
burnout (exhaustion, cynicism and negative self-efficacy) and work engagement 
(vigour, dedication and absorption) are the opposites of each other (Gonzalez-Roma, 
Schaufeli, Bakker, & Lloret, 2006).  However, the role of efficacy as a dimension of 
burnout has been subject to consistent empirical dispute, both because of the relatively 
low correlation of efficacy with both of the other burnout dimensions and by the fact 
that it seems to develop independently of the other factors (Lee & Ashforth, 1996).  As 
a consequence—and also because “absorption” does not fit with its polar opposite, 
“negative self-efficacy”—more recent research on work engagement has focused 
exclusively on the first two elements, vigour and dedication, (Spreitzer, Lam, & Fritz, 
2010).  In contrast, other literature, specifically identifies the organisation as the 
referent of engagement i.e. “an employee’s attitudinal attachment to his or her job and 
company, intention to act in company’s best interest, and willingness to invest 
discretionary effort in achieving business goals” (Jesuthasan, 2003 p. 57). 
Finally, a study by Saks (2006) differentiated between job and organisational 
referents following from the notion that people have multiple roles.  His research 
examined antecedents and consequences of employee engagement based on social 
exchange theory.  The research found that of the following antecedents, job 
characteristics predicted job engagement; procedural justice predicted organisation 
engagement; and perceived organisational support predicted both.  In addition, job and 
organisation engagement mediated the relationships between the antecedents (as listed 
above) and job satisfaction, organisational commitment, intention to quit, and 
organisational citizenship behaviour.  
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Thus, as can be seen, work engagement has variously been referred to as a 
psychological state (i.e., commitment), a behaviour  (e.g., extra role performance), a 
trait (e.g., positive affect) or as “a high internal motivational state” (Colbert, Mount, 
Harter, Witt, & Barrick, 2004, p. 603).  Commonly, work engagement is referred to as 
both attitudinal and behavioural—often within the same research context.  As an 
example, Wellins and Concelman (2005) describe engagement as “an amalgamation 
of commitment, loyalty, productivity and ownership” (p. 1).  As indicated by Macey 
and Schneider (2008) “the various conceptualizations of engagement as a state, trait or 
behaviour, as imprecise as they may have been, are exceeded in imprecision only by 
the various ways this vague concept has been operationalized” (p. 5).  
Moving forward, the challenge for work engagement research is to define the 
construct in a way that can offer a solid basis on which to build evidence based 
research.  If there is no consistency in terms of its definition and conceptual 
boundaries, or at least, the consistent articulation of different conceptualisations and 
how they fit together, then both the applied and scientific fields will struggle to 
appropriately use and develop the construct of work engagement.   
While the majority of research (post Kahn) has been primarily interested in the 
differences in levels of engagement between people, the primary function of this thesis 
is to examine work engagement from a within-person, task focussed viewpoint, as 
originally conceived by Kahn (1990).  Investigation of these within-person variations 
in task engagement will assist in understanding the personal and situational variables 
that determine engaged behaviours at work.  Such analysis will contribute to a better 
understanding of employee functioning on a day to day, hour to hour basis.  The 
specific objective of this research is to fully scope the construct of task engagement by 
identifying its conceptual boundaries, the antecedents required to enable episodes of 
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task engagement to happen and the effects of experiencing episodes of task 
engagement at work.   
The following section will review the key contributing engagement literatures.  
This will begin with an examination of the seminal literature by Kahn (1990), recent 
state engagement research, as well as other related literatures, including; the construct 
of flow, positive affect, performance episodes and within-person well-being.  The 
review of literature will then move to the broader (trait) engagement literature, 
including the burnout and resources literatures, and literature emanating from the 
consultancy sector.  These literatures will each be discussed and then distilled in terms 
of the three focus areas of this research: the defining of work engagement (what it is 
comprised of), its antecedents, and the consequences of being engaged at work. 
Contributing Literatures 
Kahn - Theoretical Foundation of Engagement. 
 
It is a core issue for people not simply in our work but in our lives: how much 
of our authentic selves do we allow into our work roles so as to tap into and 
expand our creative, ethical, and energetic dimensions? (Kahn, 1992, p. 346). 
Kahn (1990; 1992) first described the concept of personal engagement in an 
ethnographic study of camp counsellors and members of an architecture firm.  As 
indicated in the above quote, he was reflecting the idea that people need both self -
expression and meaning in their work lives, in order to thrive (Kahn, 1990; Maslow, 
1954). He defined personal engagement as the concurrent activation of a person’s 
preferred full and authentic self, in the context of the full employment of their role or 
task.  His research was based on the premise that “people have dimensions of 
themselves that, given appropriate conditions, they prefer to use and express in the 
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course of role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).  Of particular relevance, Kahn saw 
engagement as a state that ebbs and flows within each person, in contrast to the 
inherent (relative) stability that is associated with other work attitudes such as 
commitment and involvement.  Further, he positioned personal engagement as an 
independent, self-in-role construct representing the end point of a continuum from 
engagement to disengagement.  He specifically focused on how “people’s experience 
of themselves and their work contexts influenced moments of personal engagement 
and disengagement” (p. 702).  In his research, conducted primarily through in-depth 
interviews, he analysed 86 reported personal engagement events and induced three 
psychological antecedents that generalised across those events.  These conditions 
were: meaningfulness; psychological safety; and availability.   
Meaningfulness refers to the “feeling that one is receiving a return on 
investments of one’s self in a currency of physical, cognitive, or emotional energy” (p. 
704).  People experience a sense of meaningfulness when they are occupied in a task 
they consider worthwhile, useful, and valuable, and feel as though they are making a 
difference.  Psychological safety describes the feeling of being “able to show and 
employ one’s self without fear of negative consequence to self-image, status, or 
career” (p. 708).  Individuals are more able to fully immerse themselves in tasks at 
work if they feel psychologically safe in their organisational surroundings and when 
they can let their guard down and be themselves without the fear of negative 
consequence.  Availability describes the fact that individuals must have the physical, 
emotional, and cognitive resources to assign towards becoming engaged in their work.  
Specifically, Kahn identified these resources as depletion of physical energy, depletion 
of emotional energy, individual insecurity, and outside lives (Kahn, 1990, p. 714).  
Figure 2 (below) provides my conceptualisation of Kahn’s research.  It is intended to 
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demonstrate the relationship between Kahn’s psychological antecedents, the event of 
engagement and its theoretical consequences. 
 
 
 
Figure 2.   Kahn's (1990) conceptual framework of engagement at work 
 
 
Kahn drew upon foundational psychological theorists such as Goffman (1961) 
who first devised the notion of role performances which people moved in and out of, 
and Maslow (1954), who formed the theory of peak experiences, or high points in a 
person’s life—where complete harmony exists between themselves and their 
contextual environment (Hoffman, 1988).  Kahn theorised that people invest in or 
submerge themselves in roles that they occupy and enact in the course of their work.  
Further, he suggested that people made this investment in varying degrees, depending 
on their environmental and personal appraisal of meaningfulness, safety and 
availability.  He described these varying or temporary intense moments of full 
investment, as personal engagement.  Disengagement on the other hand, was defined 
as “the uncoupling of selves from work roles; in disengagement, people withdraw and 
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defend themselves physically, cognitively, or emotionally during role performances” 
(Kahn, 1990, p. 694).  Kahn presented the concepts of engagement and disengagement 
as the end or pure points of a continuum and further stated, that “people’s behaviors 
may show mixtures of personal engagement and disengagement” (p. 700). 
Central to the concept of varying degrees of investment, was the notion of 
authenticity.  In other words, an appraisal of the three psychological antecedents 
dictated the extent to which a person was enabled to fully and authentically invest 
themselves in the role.  At that moment of engagement, both the self and the task are 
fully authentically expressed as there are no environmental or psychological 
restrictions impacting the individual to fully perform the role or task.  
Kahn (1990) specifically distinguished his construct of personal engagement 
from organisation commitment and other popular organisational behaviour constructs 
of the time that described “organization members [who] strike and hold enduring 
stances (committed, involved, alienated), as if posing in still photographs” (1990, p. 
693).  Instead, Kahn was more interested in the momentary rather than static or 
enduring circumstances of people's experiences that, in turn, shape behaviours in 
organisations.  This was a critical departure from the preceding constructs, particularly 
in the sense of context.  Positive organisational behaviour constructs by and large, 
provide broad, context free descriptions of how people present in organisations.  
Kahn’s notion of engagement on the other hand, was intrinsically linked with context, 
and variance, and specifically in how those contexts influenced the psychology of 
individuals and the extent to which they would or could engage with their work. 
In summary, Kahn (1990) was the first of the engagement researchers.  His 
research provided a comprehensive foundation for the construct of work engagement.  
It offered insight into some of the conceptual boundaries around engagement and the 
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psychological antecedents that were essential to provide the conditions for engagement 
to happen.  Specifically, he positioned engagement as an episodic construct, a state of 
full performance that people moved in and out of to varying degrees in response to 
three key psychological antecedents; safety, meaning and availability. 
The following section will discuss the research conducted subsequent to Kahn’s 
seminal research.  In recent times, in the context of a rapidly emerging body of 
literature focussed on within-person variability across a number of research domains, 
engagement researchers have begun to consider these aspects in work engagement 
(labelled as state engagement).  The following section will discuss this emerging 
theory and other related theoretical contributions to episodes of engagement: flow 
theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990); positive affect (Fredrickson, 2001); performance 
episodes (Beal & Weiss, 2013); and within-person well-being (Bakker & Oerlemans, 
2011; Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011). 
Within-Person Engagement Literature. 
Recent state engagement research. 
As indicated earlier, there is an emerging body of research that has examined 
engagement as a state (within-person) construct, though not as that proposed by Kahn 
(1990).  Sonnentag (2003), working within the trait engagement–burnout framework 
of Schaufeli and Bakker (2004), proposed that work engagement could also be seen to 
vary within the same employee from week to week  (Bakker & Bal, 2010; Kühnel, 
Sonnentag, & Westman, 2009) and from one day to another in response to specific 
situations and personal conditions (Niessen, Sonnentag, & Sach, 2010; Sonnentag, 
2003; Sonnentag, Mojza, Demerouti, & Bakker, 2012; Xanthopoulou, Baker, Heuven, 
Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2008).  In this conceptualisation, state work engagement was 
introduced as complementary to trait work engagement.  Drawing on experience 
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sampling studies that showed within-person variations in a variety of work-related 
affective experiences (Fisher & To, 2012; Teuchmann, Totterdell, & Parker, 1999a) 
researchers claimed “one can also assume that work engagement shows such an intra-
individual variation and fluctuates from one day to the other” (Sonnentag  et al., 2010, 
p. 518).  Accordingly, their work utilised the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale 
(UWES), an attitudinal scale modified for day level use, which showed significant 
day-to-day variability in engagement levels.  Employing different research methods 
such as diary studies, these researchers have begun to examine the intersection of 
engagement with antecedents and consequences, particularly in the area of job 
resources and recovery (Sonnentag  et al., 2010; Sonnentag, Mojza, Binnewies, & 
Scholl, 2008b; Sonnentag  et al., 2012).  For example, researchers demonstrated that 
engagement as defined by vigour, absorption and dedication (Schaufeli  et al., 2002) 
varied around an average level, which in turn could be accounted for by off-work 
recovery opportunities (Sonnentag, 2003).  Further, Sonnentag et al. (2010), showed 
that up to 40% of overall variance in work engagement could be attributed to day level 
variation which in turn could be explained by day level job resources (i.e. supervisory 
behaviour and autonomy) and recovery. These factors together were shown to 
influence day level personal resources, (i.e. optimism, self-efficacy) as predictors of 
day level work engagement (Sonnentag  et al., 2010).   
This body of state engagement research is a departure from the mainstream 
engagement literature.  It represents a new development in the broader field of 
engagement research, as well as acknowledgement that engagement does fluctuate, 
and that the search for within-day factors that influence the within-day variations in 
engagement presents an unknown but exciting direction in research (Sonnentag, 2011).  
However, while the research shows the potential variability of engagement, it remains 
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embedded in the job demands / resources and burnout domains, as acknowledged by 
the author who describes it as “a fulfilling, positive work-related state of mind 
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p. 298) with vigour, dedication, and absorption as core 
components” (Sonnentag, 2011, p. 30). This remains significantly conceptually 
different from personal engagement as conceived by Kahn (1990).  In addition, as 
many researchers have pointed out, that while transitioning between inter and intra-
individual models and analyses may inform one another, that conceptually, they must 
be considered distinct (Cervone, 2005). As stated by Bergman, Magnusson, and El 
Khouri, (2003) “research at the level of the human individual requires its specific 
theoretical model, methodological tools, and research strategies” (p. 4).  This has not 
been the case with recent studies of state engagement which, as argued, was developed 
as an extension of burnout research.  Specifically, state work engagement researchers 
have used modified trait level questions to make questions applicable for day or shorter 
time frame periods, despite the fact that it remains unclear to what extent state work 
engagement resembles the broader construct of work engagement.  For example, the 
task attributes that might engage someone on a daily basis, may not be the same as 
those reflected in an attitudinal sense.  As the authors themselves acknowledge “more 
research is needed that examines whether the quality and configuration of state 
engagement is identical to the quality and configuration of trait engagement” 
(Sonnentag  et al., 2010, p. 29).  It remains the case that the construct of within-person 
episodic task engagement is in need of individualised investigation and development. 
While the investigation of task engagement as a within-person construct is  
relatively new, within-person research as it is applied to other fields is relatively well 
advanced.  One such field is Flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a), which has a lengthy 
academic history in the investigation of short-term peak experiences. Accordingly, 
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flow offers considerable potential insight into the temporal patterns of task 
engagement. 
Flow. 
The construct of flow is included in this review as it consistently hovers on the 
periphery of within-person task engagement research.  In referring to constructs that 
similarly considered the employment of the preferred self in task behaviours, Kahn 
(1990) specifically drew parallels with Flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  The term Flow 
was first coined by Csikszentmihalyi (1975), who described it, as “the holistic 
sensation that people feel when they act with total involvement” (p. 4).  It describes 
the experience of working at full capacity with intense involvement and effortless 
action (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009) and is regarded as an optimal or peak experience.  
As such, as a construct, it has been more readily applied to sporting or leisure activities 
such as athletics, music, chess and gaming (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Engeser & 
Rheinberg, 2008; Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Omar, Ali, & Judi, 2011).  It has 
also been applied in the context of education (Bakker, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997b) 
and increasingly, to work (Ceja & Navarro, 2011; Debus  et al., 2014; Demerouti, 
Bakker, Sonnentag, & Fullagar, 2011; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013; Fullagar & 
Kelloway, 2009). 
Strong consistency has been found in the description of flow across diverse 
settings (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  Research has consistently found that flow 
comprises a delicate balance between challenges and skills, or between task difficulty 
and skill level required to meet the challenge of the task.  Where the equilibrium 
between skills and challenge are in not in balance, flow cannot occur.  For instance, in 
the context of a highly challenging situation with inadequate skills to cope, flow cannot 
occur—instead, a state of anxiety is evoked.  Similarly, where skill level is medium 
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and challenge level is low, flow will not occur, but boredom likely will.  
Csikszentmihalyi (1998) set out the consequences of the various combinations in the 
following flow model.  
 
Figure 3.   Csikszentmihalyi's (1998) flow model 
 
Essentially, flow was positioned as an emergent motivation construct in an open 
system (Csikszentmihalyi, 1985), in the sense that it is a construct that is shaped in the 
moment, by both the person and the environment.  Thus in flow, the event is 
continually changing, responsive to what has happened immediately prior, rather than 
positioned as an enduring, trait-like response (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  
In this way, the experience of flow can be seen as similar to personal engagement as 
defined by Kahn (1990) in which “people’s experience of themselves and their work 
contexts influence moments of personal engagement and disengagement” (p. 702). 
The following section will detail flow research in respect of what it has to offer 
the area of episodic task engagement research. 
Preconditions of flow. 
A number of proximal conditions have been reported that have been determined 
as conditions necessary to enter a state of flow.  These include: balance between 
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 37 
challenge and skills; clear proximal goals; and immediate feedback about the progress 
being made (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002).  As indicated in the flow diagram 
above, optimal balance between challenge and skills describes a situation in which a 
high challenge situation is matched with appropriate skill levels and any variation on 
either side of that balance, leads to less optimal states (i.e., anxiety or boredom).   
The theoretical presumption of challenge–skill balance has been generally 
supported by research.  Using experience sampling methodology, a longitudinal study 
by Asakawa (2010) of 315 Japanese college students, showed that those who 
experienced episodes of flow more often in their daily lives, were more likely to show 
higher self-esteem and lower anxiety and use active coping strategies more often, when 
compared to those who experienced flow less often.  Another study showed that in 
high achieving employees, high skill and challenge were associated with greater 
positive mood, task interest, and performance (Eisenberger  et al., 2005).  Further 
studies have also confirmed that challenge in a task is significantly associated with 
positive outcomes such as interest, enjoyment and performance (Engeser & Rheinberg, 
2008; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009). 
Other preconditions to flow include clear and specific goals, consistent with 
goal-setting theory, which postulates that goals should be both specific and proximal 
in order to successfully focus and direct attention and action (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; 
Locke & Latham, 1994).  With respect to goals, flow theory proposes that challenging 
goals that are within the individual’s capacity to achieve, would serve to focus 
attention and act to filter out distracting stimuli (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  
Feedback on the other hand, refers to clear and immediate feedback which an 
individual uses to negotiate the changing environmental contexts of the experience that 
they are in (Csikszentmihalyi, Abuhamdeh, & Nakamura, 2013). No research has been 
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conducted as yet however, to establish the veracity of goals and feedback in providing 
the conditions for entering flow (Demerouti  et al., 2011). 
Consequences of flow. 
According to the essential premise of flow, the act of experiencing flow serves 
to encourage the person to persist in and return to an activity, leading to skill 
acquisition over time (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  Other recent studies of  
work-related flow has shown it to be associated with positive organisational outcomes 
such as job satisfaction (Bryce & Haworth, 2002); recovery (Debus  et al., 2014); self-
efficacy (Salanova  et al., 2006); job performance in the presence of Hackman and 
Oldham’s (1980) motivating job characteristics; (Demerouti, 2006); greater positive 
mood, task interest, and performance (Eisenberger  et al., 2005); and job resources 
(Mäkikangas  et al., 2010).  Research has also shown that flow has the ability to act 
like a contagion and influence other people (Bakker, 2005).  
Flow is of interest in part because of its application to high-level performance.  
One aspect of flow, focused attention, has particularly garnered attention because of 
its potential contribution to elite sporting and performance systems.  Research in the 
area has proliferated in recent years, along with advances in neuroscience and 
psychology.  Bruya (2010) produced the first paper exploring the cognitive science of 
effortless attention and action.  Drawing from multiple academic fields (i.e., 
philosophy, cognitive psychology, neuroscience, social and cultural psychology), he 
attempted to reconcile the puzzling phenomenon of “effortless attention”	 in the 
existing neuroscience literature.  Contrary to most high performance states which 
require increased conscious effort, instead, in a state of flow, perceived mental effort 
decreases, often to the point of total effortlessness.  Building from this base, Dietrich 
and Stoll (2010) developed a framework for understanding the neurocognitive 
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mechanisms that underpinned the experience of flow.  They proposed that flow is a 
state of “transient hypofrontality” which they described as a temporary suspension of 
the higher cognitive functions to make way for highly practised previously learned 
skills.  In other words, efficient, skill based, implicit knowledge can be engaged in 
without interference, or the consciousness of directed attention.  Our  explicit or 
conscious metacognitive processes are essentially deregulated in episodes of flow, 
leaving the automatic functioning of implicit systems to operate and thereby enable 
skilled movement or cognitions to proceed without interference in an effortless manner 
(Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  
Similarly, flow has been found to produce other physiological effects with 
positive implications for health.  In a study by de Manzano, Theorell, Harmat, and 
Ullén (2010), the researchers took repeated physiological measures of classical 
pianists in a state of flow.  The results indicated that being in a state of flow produced 
the same physiological characteristics as high affective emotions such as joy, including 
decreased heart rates and larger respiratory depth.  This is consistent with other 
research showing the connection between joyous emotions and positive implications 
for health such as lowered blood pressure, reduced incidence of coronary heart disease 
and the regulation of both sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems (Fullagar 
& Kelloway, 2013).  This suggests that being in a state of flow has potential application 
for the management of stress and health. 
Characteristics of an episode of flow. 
According to flow theory, under the conditions of flow (skills-challenge, 
proximal goals and feedback), one enters a subjective state that comprises the 
following characteristics: a) intense and focused concentration on the present moment; 
b) the merging of action and awareness; c) a loss of self-consciousness (i.e., loss of 
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awareness of oneself as a social actor on the outside of the activity; d) a sense of control 
(i.e., the sense that one is in control of the process of the task; and e) and the 
transformation of time (typically a sense that time has passed faster than normal 
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  Csikszentmihalyi described flow as an 
autotelic experience—from the Greek words, auto (meaning self) and telic (meaning 
goal).  Autotelic infers that such optimal experiences are an end in themselves and are 
so inherently enjoyable that they become intrinsically motivating (Fullagar & 
Kelloway, 2009).  Taken together, these dimensions of flow provide a comprehensive 
scoping of the characteristics of an optimal or peak experience.   
As indicated earlier, most of the research on flow has been conducted on 
voluntary and pleasurable leisure and sporting activities, this limited research has been 
conducted in work-related tasks.  Nevertheless, early work by Csikszentmihalyi and 
LeFevre (1989) found that in comparison with leisure or voluntary activities, episodes 
of flow were far more likely to occur in the workplace than at leisure-time activities 
(around 50% compared with 20% in leisure or voluntary activities).  The general 
impression of work not being a place that elicits flow is possibly linked with the 
complicated contextual framing that accompanies the word “work”.  In fact, the very 
definition of the word work has a negative impression within our culture, that is, work 
is considered an obligation rather than a source of joy (Warr, 2007).  Notwithstanding, 
relatively recent research conducted on flow at work (Ceja & Navarro, 2011; Debus  
et al., 2014; Demerouti  et al., 2011; Eisenberger  et al., 2005; Fullagar & Kelloway, 
2013; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009; Nielsen & Cleal, 2010; Salanova  et al., 2006) has 
shown flow to be related to a number of positive organisational outcomes such as; self-
efficacy, job performance and positively influencing others.  Overall, both qualitative 
and quantitative research has shown that the composition of flow, its constituent 
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preconditions and consequences are highly consistent across episodes as reported in 
contexts as diverse as leisure, sporting, creativity and work (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 
The construct of flow considers episodes of peak performance which may be 
applied to work.  Further, flow has a relatively long academic history and a significant 
research base from which to draw. As such, it has much potential to offer the construct 
of episodic task engagement in terms of its characteristics, antecedents and 
consequences.  The following section will deal with the measurement of flow, which 
once again may inform episodes of task engagement, followed by a discussion of the 
potential commonalities between the two constructs. 
The measurement of flow. 
Despite the fact that the dimensionality of flow has been consistently reported in 
the research, there are relatively few studies that have confirmed the dimensionality of 
flow (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  Early research in the area predominantly used 
qualitative methodologies such as interviews to produce rich descriptions of peak 
experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Delle Fave & Massimini, 1988; Perry, 1999).  In 
more recent research, workplace flow has been measured generally as a global 
construct (e.g. Demerouti  et al., 2011; Jackson & Eklund, 2004), which has received 
satisfactory psychometric support and is predominately used in flow research using 
experience sampling methodology (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009). 
Flow has also been measured as a construct in which individual dimensions have 
been focused upon.  For example, Bakker (2005) developed the Work-related flow 
scale which included thirteen items measuring three aspects of flow; absorption, work 
enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation (Bakker, 2005; Demerouti  et al., 2011; 
Salanova  et al., 2006).  A study by Nielsen and Cleal (2010) investigated the activities 
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and job characteristics that predict the experience of flow at work.  These researchers 
developed a nine item scale based on the elements of flow as described by 
Csikszentmihalyi (1990).  
Despite the emerging body of research and research methods used to study flow, 
it should be noted that Csikszentmihalyi (1993) was intensely sceptical about empirical 
measures of flow—concerned that the process of measurement detracted from the 
experience itself.  “The moment we say that flow is a score of “X” on the flow 
questionnaire we have lost it.  We have mistaken the reflection for the reality” (p. 183).  
His concern does raise the problematic question of methods for capturing subjective 
experiences.  Both Kahn (1990) and Csikzentimihalyi have distinguished their 
research from other similar areas with their focus on incidents that people experience 
and in their use of qualitative methodologies to capture those events.   
Commonalities between flow and state level engagement. 
I am proposing, at least from a theoretical point of view, that the construct of 
flow as applied to work and the concept of task engagement as an episodic construct 
have a great deal of conceptual overlap.  While different aspects of the constructs have 
been investigated—antecedents in the case of state engagement, and the consequences, 
to a limited extent, in the case of flow—the commonalities uncovered with respect to 
their conceptualisation, referents and boundaries (as indicated in current literatures) 
are very similar.  In addition, the research into flow, which has been around a good 
deal longer and has a much more substantial research base, is beginning to reveal its 
potential implications for health and well-being.  This in some ways parallels similar 
research on episodes of positive affect (to be discussed in the following sections).  At 
a general level, research into positive affect has also revealed very similar 
 Chapter 2: Literature Review 43 
physiological impacts as that described earlier in the flow research.  Once again this is 
an area of some conceptual overlap requiring further research.  
Aside from issues of data collection and as alluded to earlier, an intrinsic 
problem with simultaneously emerging areas of theory, is the difficulty of establishing 
conceptual distinctiveness amongst those theories that are emerging.  To described this 
notion, Truman Kelley, as long ago as 1927, coined the term “jangle fallacy”—or the 
tendency to use a different term to describe a construct that is essentially no different 
from one already in use  (Kelley, 1927).  As an example, Bakker (a prolific 
engagement-burnout researcher) described flow as “a short-term peak experience 
characterised by absorption, work enjoyment, and intrinsic work motivation” (Bakker, 
Schaufeli, Leiter, & Taris, 2008).  He developed the Work-related Flow Scale (WOLF) 
measures based on those three dimensions of flow.  Bakker was also one of the authors 
of the Utrech Work Engagement Scale (UWES), which measures the dimensions of 
engagement, specifically, absorption, vigour and dedication.  As can be seen, both 
share the attribute of absorption.  One has vigour and dedication, the other has 
enjoyment and motivation.  There is clearly considerable similarity between Bakker’s 
WOLF and the UWES, which raises issues with the dimensionality of both constructs.   
There is considerable overlap between the concept of flow as it is applied to the 
workplace and personal engagement as it was defined by Kahn (1990) when conceived 
of as episodic (Sonnentag  et al., 2010; Sonnentag  et al., 2012).  Both constructs 
typically assess intense involvement in the context of environmental conditions (i.e., 
an activity).  While the constructs are at different points in their theoretical 
development, overlap appears to exist with respect to descriptions of workers 
experiences across both research domains.  Also, increasingly, the consequences of 
flow and engagement appear to have similar levels of overlap, for instance, in terms 
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of consequences for positive affect.  Current research in the engagement area has not 
explored antecedents beyond those as initially proposed by Kahn, that is, safety, 
availability and meaning.  And antecedents to the experience of flow also remain 
undeveloped.  The scoping of the experience of episodic task engagement is one that 
was not pursued by Kahn and likewise has not received attention by researchers in the 
area to date.  As explained earlier, it has been largely defined or scoped by its antithesis 
to pre-existing constructs such as burnout.  The scope of flow on the other hand, has 
been well articulated. 
Differences, if they exist, appear to apply primarily to the breadth of application.  
Flow as a construct was developed to explain the full unfettered involvement in a range 
of life experiences, for example “the experience of working at full capacity, with 
intense engagement and effortless action, where personal skills match required 
challenges” (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009, p. 595).  Engagement on the other hand was 
developed as a work-related construct, with the emphasis being on “the channelling of 
personal energies into physical, cognitive, and emotional labors” (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).  
However, at their core, the two constructs share considerable potential similarity.  
Arguably, episodic task engagement is simply a more narrow application of flow, 
directed at a working context.  
Accordingly, this research is interested in establishing more conceptual clarity 
around these episodes of task engagement, since, as other researchers have alluded, 
scientific credibility of such constructs is dependent upon their valid measurement, 
which in turn is established by their independent utility.  Part of the difficulty in 
providing valid measurement of the construct of engagement (or flow) is found in the 
esoteric nature of the construct itself.  A good deal of early research in the area of flow 
was established by qualitative methodologies such as interviews, which aimed to 
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interrogate the experience, albeit retrospectively, providing deep insight into the actual 
experience of flow and the cognitions and behaviours associated with the experience.  
In more recent studies, methodologies such as the experience sampling method (ESM) 
have been used to measure flow as it occurs in the participant’s natural environment.  
Nevertheless, measurement of constructs such as flow, are problematic.  Interfering 
with the flow event itself—that is, through research assessment such as ESM, 
necessarily interferes with the experience of the flow event, which is in essence, a state 
of intense absorption and the absence of distractions (which measurement 
unfortunately provides).  
The following section contains a review of the relevant literature concerning the 
experience of positive affect and its implications for its impact on individuals.  This 
literature is relevant for its episodic (within-person) focus, as well as being directly 
relevant when considering the potential for episodes of task engagement to be 
perceived as episodes of positive affect.  
Positive affect in the workplace. 
There is an extensive literature reviewing within-person variation as it relates to 
emotion and positive affect.  Some researchers (i.e.Ekman, 2007; Frijda, 1993; Izard, 
2007) have investigated emotion as a construct that occurs episodically and this aspect 
has become a central tenant of such theories.  Elements of these theories tend to focus 
on the central core of the experience, the nature of its intensity and its punctuated 
beginning (Beal & Weiss, 2013).  Specifically, in the last decade or so there has been 
emerging interest in affective experiences and their role in behavioural and cognitive 
processes, including problem solving and creativity, memory and risk preferences 
(Cohn, Fredrickson, Brown, Mikels, & Conway, 2009; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007; 
Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Garland  et al., 2010; Hakanen  et al., 2008a; Isen, 2004).  
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Much of the research indicates that episodes of positive affect facilitate performance 
and enhances problem solving and creativity, even in the context of difficult complex 
environments for tasks (Isen, 2001, 2004).  Studies are beginning to examine the 
impact of episodes of positive affect on a wider variety of consequences, including 
motivation and the impacts this has in turn, on the motivational effects for behaviour 
and performance.  Research into this area (e.g. Lyubomirsky  et al., 2005) shows that 
people who experience instances of positive affect, tend to think, feel and behave in 
ways that facilitate both personal resource building, as well as increasing their 
approach behaviours—that is, facilitating their desire for more intimate involvement 
in the task. 
The study of positive affect has emerged in the context of positive psychology 
and in particular, the role it has in helping people flourish (Fredrickson & Branigan, 
2005; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Seligman, 2012).  Research is showing 
that experiencing episodes of positive affect has short-term benefits such as creative 
thinking, problem solving and stress management (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007; 
Lazarus, 1991; Shirom, 2003; Trougakos, Beal, Green, & Weiss, 2008).  It also shows 
that episodes of positive affect have longer term impacts on a range of behaviours that 
lead to increasing incidences of positive affect, which in turn, create habits of positive 
effect (Garland  et al., 2010).  This is consistent with the notion of gain spirals as 
proposed by Fredrickson and Losada’s (2005) broaden-and-build theory. 
Gain spirals are defined as amplifying loops in which positive cyclic 
relationships among constructs, such as self-efficacy and performance, build on each 
other positively over time (Lindsley, Brass, & Thomas, 1995; Salanova, Schaufeli, 
Xanthopoulou, & Bakker, 2010).  Some limited research has shown the potential of 
gain spirals in the area of personal resources.  For example, studies have shown mutual 
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reinforcement occurring between constructs such as; job resources and personal 
initiative (Hakanen  et al., 2008a); between self-efficacy, supportive social climate and 
clear goals and work-related flow (Salanova  et al., 2006).  Studies have also shown 
reinforcement occurring between personal resources (efficacy, self-esteem, optimism) 
and organisational resources (time and method control, autonomy, coaching, feedback 
and opportunities for professional development); and their mutual cyclical effect on 
job engagement, task engagement and flow at work, (Salanova  et al., 2006; 
Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a, 2009b). 
The definition of positive affect tends to vary somewhat between researchers.  
This is not unlike the construct of engagement and is probably true for most emerging 
constructs, as research in the field strives to identify common ground between their 
variations of the same research area.  Nevertheless, some consensus is emerging that 
emotions are a subset of broader affective phenomena (Ekman & Davidson, 1994).  
Emotions might be considered as multicomponent response tendencies (both 
conscious and unconscious) to an appraisal of an event, that unfolds over relatively 
short time spans (Fredrickson, 2001, p. 218).  These appraisals can evoke a series of 
responses ranging from cognitive to physiological changes.  Affect on the other hand, 
is considered a more general concept and refers to feelings that are consciously 
accessible.  While they are part of emotion, they are also present within many other 
affective phenomena such as physical sensations, attitudes, moods and potentially 
even traits (Fredrickson, 2001). 
The experience of positive affect within the context of work has been shown to 
have significant benefits to the individual (Damen, Van Knippenberg, & Van 
Knippenberg, 2008; Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007; Isen, 2004; Lyubomirsky  et al., 
2005).  Of specific potential interest to task engagement, it facilitates approach 
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behaviour in that individuals who experience episodes of positive affect in a particular 
environment are then motivated to further engage with that environment and to partake 
in more activities (Lyubomirsky  et al., 2005).  The experience of positive affect 
operates somewhat like an internal signal to approach.  In much the same way as one 
experiences pleasure when engaging in a sensory experience (e.g., eating excellent 
chocolate), one frequently responds to an internal signal prompting one to continue—
to further experience more of the positive emotion (Fredrickson, 2001). The notion of 
an internal signal to approach is similar to findings in flow research (as reviewed 
above), in which the act of experiencing flow serves to encourage the person to persist 
in and return to an activity, leading to further skill acquisition (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).   
Simultaneously, research in the state engagement stream, indicates that the 
consequences of being engaged at work is likely to lead to positive personal 
consequences, which potentially can be considered as positive affect (Sonnentag & 
Kruel, 2006; Spreitzer  et al., 2010; Trougakos  et al., 2008).   
In the area of flow, researchers (e.g. Webster, Trevino, & Ryan, 1994) 
demonstrated the connection between flow and Fredrickson’s (2005) broaden-and-
build theory. They showed that experiencing a state of flow in human-computer 
interactions, led to a variety of positive outcomes, including “more positive attitudes, 
more system use, and more positive work outcomes such as perceived communication 
effectiveness” (p. 420).  These authors suggest that systems that are designed to 
enhance flow will also enhance user playfulness and use of computer systems, which 
will in turn increase flexibility (due to the playfulness) and can aid in organisational 
creativity and problem-solving (Glynn, 1988).   
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In summary, in recent years there has been emerging interest in the role of 
affective experiences in the workplace and their role in behavioural and cognitive 
processes.  This research offers much applicable and promising information to draw 
upon for task engagement.  It has shown that people who experience positive affect, 
tend to think, feel and behave in ways that facilitate both personal resource building, 
positive organisational outcomes such as creativity and motivation, as well as 
increasing their approach behaviours, that is, facilitating their desire for  more intimate 
involvement in a work task (Lyubomirsky  et al., 2005).  Furthermore, when people 
experience episodes of positive affect it impacts on a whole range of behaviours that 
lead to increasing incidences of positive affect (gain spirals) which in turn create 
further episodes of positive effect (Garland  et al., 2010). If episodes of task 
engagement are perceived by individuals as episodes of positive affect, then the 
consequences as outlined may be relevant to understanding task engagement, and 
accordingly, may inform this current research. 
The following section briefly outlines the emerging area of performance 
episodes in the context of its applicability to task engagement. 
Performance episodes. 
The notion of performance episodes or the study of within-person fluctuations 
of performance over a given day, is currently an emerging area of research (Bakker & 
Daniels, 2013a).  This stream of research began in earnest with Beal, Weiss, Barros, 
and MacDermid (2005) who argued for thinking of performance episodes as 
“behavioural segments that are thematically organized around organizationally 
relevant goals or objectives” (2005, p. 1055).  The key difference between 
performance episodes and emotional episodes as described in the positive affect 
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literature, is that the latter tend to be more specifically organised around an instigating 
affective event rather than goals (Beal & Weiss, 2013).   
Evidence concerning the compartmentalised nature of behavioural events, 
suggests that the spaces and boundaries between episodes are important for how we as 
individuals encode our experiences into memories and make sense of our day (Kurby 
& Zacks, 2008).  The research suggests that people automatically chunk events into 
memory and that the beginnings and ends of those episodes or performance chunks are 
important to cognitions about our experiences.  Other researchers, for example, 
Motowildo, Borman, and Schmit (1997), have also conceptualised performance 
episodes as “coherent action units separated by breakpoints that define their 
beginnings and endings” (p.73).  Further, the researchers found that  observers 
generally agree about where the breakpoints are, based on situational factors 
(Motowidlo, 2003). 
Once again, research into performance episodes is highly relevant to episodes of 
task engagement.  As such it may inform engagement research in terms of the 
characteristics of an episode of task engagement.  The following section will examine 
the research on within-person well-being research, for its potential application for task 
engagement. 
Within-person employee well-being literature. 
Research into employee well-being has been largely dominated by the trait 
approach and thus, most research in the area has examined the differences between 
people in terms of job related affect and well-being (Bakker, 2005; Judge, Heller, & 
Mount, 2002; Wood & Beckmann, 2006; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2012).  Nevertheless, 
a small amount of research into within-person well-being has recently emerged as a 
consequence of inconsistent findings between trait characteristics and job behaviours 
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over different situations (Nezlek, 2007).  In general, it has shown that while peoples 
general level of well-being remains relatively stable, it also varies substantially on a 
day to day basis (Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011). The implication is that the two domains of 
well-being research, rather than being contradictory, are instead complementary 
perspectives which would benefit from being theoretically linked in an all-
encompassing multi-level model (Ilies, Aw, & Pluut, 2015). This in turn suggests that 
similarly, work engagement research would also benefit from an all-encompassing 
multi-level model.  Though currently, further work on scoping the within-person 
version of task engagement must first be established. 
 Research on within-person well-being has provided some information with 
respect to proximal antecedents and consequences which research has shown are not 
arbitrary fluctuations, but rather are predicted by proximal (day specific) antecedents 
such as work load (Ilies  et al., 2007); affective events (Dimotakis  et al., 2011); 
autonomy and filled competence needs (Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 1996); and work-
related cognitions (Judge  et al., 2009).  With respect to organisationally relevant 
outcomes, within-person well-being in the workplace has been shown to be related to 
improved task performance (Miner & Glomb, 2010); organisational citizenship (Ilies  
et al., 2006) and creativity (Amabile, Barsade, Mueller, & Staw, 2005).  Overall, as a 
field, employee well-being contributes towards the increasing interest and research 
towards the situational conditions that enhance individual flourishing in organisations. 
Summary of Contributing Within-Person Literatures. 
As can be seen, considerable research has shown that daily fluctuations in 
personal and performance behaviours are considerable and that these can be used to 
predict important employee and organisational outcomes (Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a, 
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2009b).  Therefore, engagement viewed as a task focussed, within-person, episodic 
construct, has considerable literary precedence as well as potential utility. 
As has been demonstrated, aside from the fledgling research area of state 
engagement, other literatures such as flow, positive affect, and well-being, have 
explored episodic periods of affective-emotional mood states.  Further, these 
constructs are beginning to provide information regarding the implications of these 
mood states for human flourishing generally, and specifically for organisational 
flourishing (Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013; Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Seligman, 
2012).  Many of these attributes no doubt overlap, and as such are likely to occur within 
the parameters of task engagement. 
The following section will briefly review the large body of engagement research 
that either inadvertently or specifically presented engagement as a work related 
attitude (or trait).  In this respect, a broad range of theories have been used as a 
theoretical context in which to encompass work engagement, for example: burnout and 
job resources (Schaufeli  et al., 2002); self-determination theory (Meyer & Gagne, 
2008); and conservation of resources theory (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008).  Finally, a 
brief review of literature emanating from the consultancy sector will be discussed.  
While these latter research areas do not have direct relevance to episodic task 
engagement, they nevertheless constitute a considerable output of work engagement 
research (broadly), and their conclusions are potentially important to inform task 
engagement approaches.  
Work Engagement as an Attitude (Literature).  
Research post Kahn (summary). 
Very few papers since Kahn’s (1990) seminal work have directly expanded upon 
Kahn’s conceptualisation of episodic, context dependent engagement and the three 
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antecedents (safety, meaning and availability), despite Kahn’s work having been cited 
on around 3000 occasions (at the time of writing).  While several research efforts 
directly extended Kahn’s original research, in the main these researchers through their 
methodology (e.g., the use of survey questions borrowed primarily from pre-existing 
attitudinal measures) conceptualised/operationalised engagement as an attitudinal 
construct, which lost the variable within-person nature of Kahn’s conceptualisation.   
May, Gibson and Harter (2004) investigated the relationship between Kahn’s 
psychological antecedents and episodes of engagement.  However, whilst they 
extended some of Kahn’s (1990) key principles, they, as noted above, presented 
engagement as a context free attitudinal construct (and largely borrowed from pre-
existing attitudinal constructs to develop survey measures).  Nevertheless, in a sample 
of 203 insurance firm employees, the researchers showed that engagement had a 
positive relationship with meaning (r =.63), availability (r = .29) and safety (r = .45).  
Rich, Lepine, and Crawford (2010) conducted a study with 245 firefighters, 
which found that engagement mediated the relationships between antecedents: core 
self-evaluations, perceived organisational support and value congruence; and 
consequences—the job performance dimensions of task performance and 
organisational citizenship behaviour.  Engagement exceeded other organisational 
behaviour constructs such as job satisfaction, intrinsic motivation and job 
involvement, in explaining relationships amongst the antecedents and performance 
outcomes.  Overall, the study showed that engagement conceptualised as an 
individual's investment of self in role, provided a better and more comprehensive 
explanation of relationships with performance than the other constructs as mentioned.  
However, this study also failed to contextualise the results and once again, engagement 
was portrayed as a context free attitudinal construct. 
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Rothbard (2001) built on Kahn’s (1990) notion of role or task engagement in the 
context of work–family conflict.  The research identified two components of 
engagement—attention and absorption.  Arguably, this research was the first (using 
Kahn as a basis) to begin describing the components of engagement.  Attention was 
described as cognitive availability and the amount of time one spends thinking about 
a role.  Absorption, on the other hand, was described as being intensely engrossed in 
terms of ones focus on the role.  In a sample of 790 university employees, Rothbard 
found that engagement in one role (i.e., work or family) could have both enriching and 
depleting effects on engagement in another role (i.e., work or family).  The direction 
was found to be gender based, in that males tended to experience enrichment from 
work to family, while females experienced enrichment from family to work. 
All of the research as mentioned above, served to extend engagement research, 
but did so with engagement positioned as an attitudinal construct rather than an 
episodic one, which inevitably leads to questions about whether they were measuring 
the same construct as proposed by Kahn (1990). Further, the majority of research 
conducted subsequent to Kahn, did so within the context of other pre-existing well 
established literatures, such as burnout and job demands and resources. Nevertheless, 
it appears to be the case that many psychological constructs encompass both enduring 
as well as state-like or fluctuating components, for example: well-being (Leavitt, Fong, 
& Greenwald, 2011; Sonnentag & Ilies, 2011); job satisfaction (Ilies & Judge, 2002, 
2004); as well as work engagement (Sonnentag  et al., 2010) .  Such research is 
valuable for what it contributes to overall within-person differences (i.e. what makes 
one person more engaged than another?).  Despite this difference in focus, the 
following attitudinal work engagement research may help contribute insights that are 
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of relevance to the study of within-person differences, and may serve to extend and 
inform the broader area of work engagement. 
Burnout literature. 
As discussed, a decade after publication of Kahn’s (1990) initial research on 
engagement, the concept of work engagement emerged in the burnout literature and 
subsumed Kahn’s work into that literature.  This in turn spurned a rich research 
stream—focusing on the operationalisation of engagement as a burnout related 
construct (Maslach  et al., 1997).  In the burnout context, engagement was placed not 
only as an attitudinal, between-person construct (rather than an episodic within-person 
construct, as devised by Kahn), but was positioned as the opposite to burnout.  Further, 
the three engagement indicators (energy, involvement, and efficacy) were placed as 
the opposites to the burnout factors (exhaustion, cynicism, and lack of professional 
efficacy).  The engagement–burnout construct was operationalised with the Maslach 
Burnout Inventory (MBI) (Maslach  et al., 2001).  In contrast to Kahn’s research of 
variable moments of full investment, the burnout research specifically positioned 
engagement as a pervasive trait; but different from organisational commitment, job 
satisfaction, and job involvement, in that “engagement provides a more complex and 
thorough perspective on an individual’s relationship with work” (Maslach  et al., 2001, 
p. 416).  According to this analysis, each of the other constructs (i.e., commitment, 
satisfaction and involvement) focuses on their relationships with the organisation or 
with personal needs, rather than an individual’s relationship with work.  Engagement 
differed on the basis of its direct association with the work itself. 
Within the context of the burnout stream, Schaufelli et al. (2002) took a slightly 
different approach to the concept of work engagement.  In their conceptualisation, 
engagement was defined and operationalised within its own right, rather than as the 
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direct opposite of burnout.  Even though it was still theoretically placed as the positive 
antithesis of burnout, there was not a presumption that it was assessed by the opposite 
profile of MBI scores.  According to this framework, burnout is characterised by low 
levels of activation and pleasure, whereas engagement is characterised by high levels 
of activation and pleasure.  Schaufeli et al. suggested that, while they may be portrayed 
as constructs on opposing dimensions they should be measured independently and they 
subsequently developed the Utrech Work Engagement Scale (UWES) to measure work 
engagement (Schaufeli  et al., 2002).  Subsequent research has demonstrated that 
burnout and engagement have been shown to be two independent though related 
constructs (Langelaan, Bakker, Van Doornen, & Schaufeli, 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 
2004; Schaufeli, Taris, & van Rhenen, 2008; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2008).   
Job demands / resources. 
Research conducted under the auspices of the job demands / resources (JD / R) 
research stream has provided a significant source of engagement related literature, and 
is an extension of the burnout literature domain.  The central tenant of the theory posits 
that regardless of occupation, work characteristics can be separated into two 
categories: job resources and job demands; which evoke  
two psychologically different, although related processes: (1) an energy 
sapping, health impairment process in which high job demands exhaust 
employees’ mental and physical resources leading to burnout, and eventually 
to ill-health; and (2) a positive motivational process in which job resources 
foster engagement and organizational commitment (Bakker & Leiter, 2010, p. 
87). 
In the job demands / resources (JD/R) stream of research, job resources, (such 
as supervisor support, feedback, and autonomy); and personal resources (such as self-
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efficacy and resilience), directly influence work engagement, which in turn influences 
positive organisational outcomes such as discretionary effort, customer loyalty, and 
enhanced performance (Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013; Salanova  et al., 2005; Salanova  
et al., 2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  Once again, in 
this model, engagement is positioned as the opposite of burnout though is 
operationalised on the basis of them being “independent, yet negatively correlated 
states of mind” (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004, p. 294).  However, some research 
concerning job demands and engagement has yielded mixed results.  While job 
demands have been found to have a positive effect on the absorption and dedication 
dimensions of job engagement  (Llorens, Bakker, Schaufeli, & Salanova, 2006) 
researchers found they had no effect on the dimension of vigour (Mauno, Kinnunen, 
& Ruokolainen, 2007).  In addition, in a study examining the relationship between job 
demands (i.e., task demands) and engagement over a three week period, no relationship 
was found (Llorens, Schaufeli, Bakker, & Salanova, 2007).  Further, additional 
research has indicated that the model as applied to engagement is somewhat restrictive, 
finding that other personal characteristics (not encompassed by the JD/R model) also 
predict considerable variation in work engagement, for example: conscientiousness 
and extraversion (Inceoglu & Warr, 2011); and value congruence and job clarity 
(James, McKechnie, & Swanberg, 2011; Rich  et al., 2010). 
The JD/R research shares some similarity to Kahn’s (1990) concept of 
engagement in that they are both premised as motivational constructs.  For example, 
Kahn proposed that various antecedents (including job and personal resources) created 
the conditions in which people might be motivated to involve themselves fully in task 
behaviours.  JD/R theory similarly posits that job resources “initiate a motivational 
process that may lead to work engagement and positive organizational outcomes” 
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(Salanova  et al., 2010, p. 118).  Both JD/R theory and Kahn’s engagement research, 
draw upon job characteristics theory (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) as well as other 
motivational theories, such as: self-actualization (Maslow, Frager, & Fadiman, 1970); 
intrinsic motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2004); and self-determination theory (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000).  In other words, both streams of research work on the principle that work 
environments that provide resources such as job control (autonomy), feedback 
(competence), and social support (relatedness) can lead to intrinsic motivation and 
thereby provide the platform for engaging at work. 
Once again, the main point of difference between engagement as a construct 
embedded or explained in the context of the JD/R, and Kahn’s (1990) 
conceptualisation, is the notion of engagement perceived as a pervasive trait rather 
than an episodic state.  For example, in JD/ R studies, work engagement is generally 
defined as “a persistent, pervasive and positive affective-motivational state of 
fulfilment in employees” (Schaufeli  et al., 2002) while Kahn (1990) described it as 
“the behaviors by which people bring in or leave out their personal selves during work 
role performances” (p. 694). 
Other research contributions. 
The fundamental departure from Kahn’s (1990) engagement research has had 
criticisms from other researchers.  For example, Johnson (2003) suggested that the 
burnout engagement approach did not take into account the cognitive engagement 
processes that had been conceptualised by Kahn (1990) and instead was focused on 
the emotional and physical absence of burnout.  Further, Shirom  (2003) opposed the 
conceptualisation of engagement as a continuum with the opposite being the  negative 
state of burnout.  He felt that engagement was a singular construct, and considered this 
a major limitation of the engagement burnout framework. 
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A state of play article by Macey and Schneider (2008) provided an exploration 
of the construct of engagement, reviewing the academic and practitioner literatures 
and providing a conceptual model.  Their discussion of engagement strived to 
articulate the place of work engagement in the context of more long-standing research 
traditions and models (i.e., job satisfaction, organisational commitment, job 
involvement, positive affect, and affectivity; proactive and citizenship behaviour).  
Much effort was spent in their paper exploring those established constructs in terms of 
their partial conceptual overlap with work engagement.  Based on a search of the 
literature, Macey and Schneider (2008) offered a model of engagement that they 
defined as an “aggregate multi-dimensional construct” (p. 18), involving state, trait, 
and behavioural engagement.  In other words, Macey and Schneider saw engagement 
as a re-packaging of other constructs, none of which individually, could accommodate 
the complexity of engagement.  For example, they described behavioural engagement 
as “simultaneously citizenship behaviour  (OCB), role expansion, proactive behaviour, 
and demonstrating personal initiative, all strategically focused in service of 
organizational objectives” (p. 19).  It is in this latter aspect of focus that defines their 
conceptualisation.  The definition that Macey and Schneider (2008) tend to adopt—is 
that engagement is related to vigour, dedication, and absorption (Maslach  et al., 2001).  
Engagement is portrayed overall as an active performance concept and that the various 
constructs that overlap with engagement, are different:  in terms of their referent (job, 
individual or organisational); and in terms of their focus on outcome (organisational 
efficacy).   
Overall, the Macey and Schneider (2008) model provided an attempt to 
distinguish the construct space of employee engagement (Dalal, Brummel, Wee, & 
Thomas, 2008). However, in some respects, their model is inconsistent with other 
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interpretations of engagement, resulting in increased confusion.  Macey and Schneider 
(2008) described engagement as an “aggregate multi-dimensional construct” or as 
Saks (2008) states a “cocktail construct” (p. 40).  If, as argued by most engagement 
researchers, that engagement is a discrete construct, then this depiction of engagement 
is at odds with the other views.  Work engagement is generally perceived as a unique 
construct and as such requires distinct conceptualisation and specificity (Bakker & 
Leiter, 2010; Demerouti  et al., 2010; Kahn, 1990; Saks, 2008). 
However, of most relevance to this thesis, Macey and Schneider (2008), 
acknowledged that research to date has essentially overlooked the notion of intra-
individual variability as a response to work and personal contexts and that the research 
body as a whole “follows under the assumption that engagement is relatively durable 
over time, with work and organisational conditions as well as personal traits… 
supporting this durability in time” (Macey & Schneider, 2008b, p. 13). 
By way of summary of the trait based literature, while a good deal of research 
has been conducted on work engagement, very little research has been devoted to 
developing the construct and its components as first conceptualised by Kahn (1990).  
This is potentially due to the appropriation of the construct by alternative theories and 
contexts, which necessitated a view of engagement as a durable, stable attitude. It is 
also consistent with the broader research agenda of the time, that being a focus on 
between-person, trait constructs and their ability to assist in the prediction of 
behaviour.   
Other than the term engagement—trait level engagement and Kahn’s original 
conception of engagement, bear little resemblance to one another in terms of 
definition, referent and importantly, conceptual boundaries.  Their incompatibility 
over the central tenants of episodic experience versus pervasive trait is a clear 
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difference in conceptualisation.  Further, their definition (employment of the preferred 
self-in-role vs. a pervasive affective–cognitive state) potentially defines a different 
construct.  By articulating engagement as a pervasive trait, it follows that little 
attention has then been given to antecedents, which are arguably much more relevant 
when viewed as preceding temporary events as opposed to a longer term pervasive 
trait.  Therefore, the key offerings from Kahn’s (1990) research, specifically the 
psychological antecedents to engagement, have limited relevance when viewed in the 
latter way.  
The following section briefly considers the consultancy-practitioner research 
regarding work (employee) engagement.  It is included on the basis of its prolific input 
and how thoroughly it has been embraced by industry as a key architect of positive 
organisational outcomes. 
Consultancy-practitioner research. 
A dominant output of construct publicity and operationalisation in the work 
engagement area is that led and driven by the practitioner-consultancy sector.  It is 
primarily concerned with the useability of the construct and its actionable outcomes, 
specifically those that pertain to performance outcomes.  In the main, its approach is 
on the aggregation of data at the macro or group level to increase the functionality of 
organisations (Shuck, 2010, p. 22).  While the consultancy-led literature has been a 
significant contributor to research output, it has also suffered from serious 
methodological flaws in its conceptualisation and operationalisation.  Specifically, 
these flaws have comprised the blending of engagement with other similar constructs 
(i.e., satisfaction and commitment) (Macey & Schneider, 2008b), and limited validity 
or reliability data is currently available among practitioner scales (Shuck, 2010).  In 
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addition, practitioner research conceptualises engagement as a pervasive trait.  
Timeframes are rarely if ever explicated and this is not a focus of their research. 
Possibly the most notable and comprehensive contributors to this stream of 
research is by Harter and colleagues (2002), whose research was done in tandem with 
Gallup, an American research-based, global performance-management consulting 
company.  Harter and colleagues defined engagement as “an individual's involvement 
and satisfaction with, as well as enthusiasm for work” (Harter et al., 2002, p. 417).  
They devised a 12 item measure known as the Gallup Work Audit  (GWA) 
(Buckingham & Coffman, 1999).  Their research suggests that engagement, as defined 
and operationalised by the GWA, has a strong positive relationship to organisational 
outcomes such as productivity, discretionary effort, turnover, safety, and customer 
ratings, profitability, and the reduction of safety incidents, absenteeism, and in quality 
(defects) (Harter, 2000; Harter & Schmidt, 2008; Harter  et al., 2013; Harter  et al., 
2002; Harter  et al., 2007).  A recent meta-analysis (Harter  et al., 2013) of research 
conducted in 49,928 business units across a broad array of organisations, industries 
and countries, showed that engagement was not only related to each of the performance 
outcomes shown above, but that the results indicated high generalisability.  Further, 
the results suggested that those at the 99th percentile (of engagement) had four times 
the success rate (in each of the identified performance outcomes) as those at the first 
percentile, thus drawing the conclusion that “the relationship between engagement and 
performance at the business/work unit level is substantial and highly generalizable 
across organizations” (Harter  et al., 2013, p. 2). 
The Corporate Leadership Council (CLC) (2004, 2004a), another significant 
contributor to practice-led engagement research,  defines engagement as “the extent to 
which employees commit—both rationally and emotionally—to something or 
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someone in their organization, how hard they work, and how long they stay as a result 
of that commitment” (Corporate Leadership Council, 2004, p. 12).  Their research has 
consistently produced similar findings to the Gallup research.  Based on a survey of 
more than 50,000 employees within 59 global organisations, CLC researchers 
identified the highest employee engagement impact drivers.  They used these drivers 
to categorise employees as true believers, who demonstrate very strong commitment 
to their organisations; disaffected employees, who were actively opposed to someone 
or something in their organisation; and the middle group of employees, agnostics, who 
were modestly committed and “up for grabs” (p. 13).  CLC aggregated the results 
further to determine differences between engaging organisations (comprised of 24% 
true believers and 5% disengaged) and disengaging organisations (3% true believers 
and 17% disengaged).  From these data it was revealed that engaging organisations 
employ 15.8% of employees demonstrating discretionary effort and 42.9% of 
employees intending to stay with the company.  Conversely, the disengaged 
organisations had just 3% of employees showing discretionary effort and only 15.3% 
of employees who intended to remain with their organisation.  As argued by CLC, 
even moderate increases in engagement levels showed a substantial impact on an 
organisation’s bottom line. 
Towers Perrin (later Towers Watson) is another consultancy group that collect 
data and disseminate consultancy literature in the engagement area.  A Towers Perrin 
(2003) global workforce survey involving around 35,000 people working full-time for 
large and mid-sized firms across North America, reached similar conclusions to Gallup 
and CLC.  In their results, only 14% of all employees surveyed were highly engaged 
in their jobs.  The study concluded that “there are clear links between our respondents’ 
level of engagement, their focus on customers, and aspects of their organisation’s 
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financial and operational performance across a number of areas” (p. 3).  Their results 
overall, indicated that on average, 17% of the sample were engaged, 19% were 
disengaged, leaving a remaining “massive middle” (p. 5) of 64% of neutral employees.  
Recent studies (Brown, 2013; Towers Watson, 2012), showed that the average 
operating margin of companies with sustainably engaged employees is three times as 
much as those with a low level of employee engagement.  However, the survey also 
showed that only two in five workers (39%) in Asia Pacific are highly engaged at 
work.  The rest of the workforce (69%), are struggling to cope with work situations 
that do not provide adequate support and emotional connection.  The study also found 
that employees in general are working more hours, feeling more stress and are anxious 
about their financial future.  
However, once again, problems exist with respect to construct definition and 
operationalisation.  For Towers Watson (2012), engagement is defined as employees 
maintaining a positive connection to their companies that yields consistent 
productivity and is comprised of the sum of three elements: traditional engagement 
(commitment and discretionary effort); enablement (tools, resources, and support); and 
energy (a work environment that actively supports physical, emotional and 
interpersonal well-being) (Brown, 2013). Towers Watson considers that when these 
three elements are in alignment, then “employees are highly engaged in a way that 
yields sustainable productivity over time” (p. 1). 
In summary, the above mentioned consultancy companies remain considerable 
contributors to the wealth of information pertaining to engagement, and to the enduring 
popularity and profitability of the construct.  However, as can be seen from the brief 
portrayals provided above, while they uniformly indicate a strong and compelling 
relationship between engagement and organisational financial performance, there 
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exists between them little commonality with respect to common definition, 
conceptualisation or measurement.  Scales and or measures used by consultancy firms 
are generally not available for scrutiny, statistical methods applied to analyse the data 
are similarly not made available for consideration, replication or review.  Thus 
significant questions remain unanswered with respect to construct validity and 
common method variance (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee & Podsakoff, 2003; Harter & 
Schmidt, 2008).  Other researchers have noted similar inconsistencies, that is, 
“measures of engagement we have seen in use in the world of practice are highly 
similar to the measures used for assessments of job satisfaction (or climate or culture), 
albeit with a new label” (Macey & Schneider, 2008, p. 8).  Also as noted in the 
introduction to this section, Gallup defines engagement as “an individual's 
involvement and satisfaction with as well as enthusiasm for work” (Harter  et al., 2002, 
p. 417).  This definition directly sums up the difficulty with construct ambiguity, in its 
reference to two competing constructs— job involvement and satisfaction.   
Summary of Contributing Engagement Literatures. 
As argued above, there have been difficulties in the evolution of work 
engagement research.  These difficulties have been largely a consequence of two 
factors; a lack of follow through from the original foundation research as provided by 
Kahn (1990); and the appropriating of the construct by alternative theories and 
contexts.  In respect of the former, while Kahn’s (1990) seminal work has been cited 
many times, over 95% of those papers have been written and published in the last 
decade (at least a decade after his original research).  In addition, little if any research 
has been devoted to developing the construct and its components as conceptualised as 
episodic by Kahn (1990). 
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In respect of the latter, in the first instance, around ten years after Kahn’s (1990) 
original research, the concept of engagement was absorbed into the burnout literature 
where it was used to reflect the opposite of burnout.  In this context, rather than using 
Kahn’s research, engagement was instead redefined as consisting of three dimensions; 
vigour, dedication, and absorption (Demerouti, Bakker, De Jonge, Janssen, & 
Schaufeli, 2001).  These three dimensions (and the ensuing definition of engagement) 
were based on the three opposing dimensions of burnout: emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalisation and sense of reduced personal accomplishment.  As can be seen, 
engagement was significantly redefined to fit the existing construct of burnout.  This 
redefined conceptualisation was substantially different from that as put forward by 
Kahn (1990), a decade earlier.  Rather than a construct describing  momentary and 
specific states based around tasks at work, work engagement as defined in the burnout 
context,  refers to “a more persistent and pervasive affective cognitive state that is not 
focused on any particular object, event, individual or behaviour” (Schaufeli  et al., 
2006, p. 702).  In addition, the three fundamental tenants of Kahn’s theory; safety, 
meaning and availability, were not considered as part of engagement conceptualised 
as the opposite of burnout.  In fact it is difficult to find the commonalities between the 
construct portrayals, except in the broader sense of being absorbed at work. 
In addition to work engagement being absorbed by the burnout stream, the notion 
of engagement as a prospective workplace intervention offering positive 
organisational outcomes has seen the construct enthusiastically embraced and pursued 
by consultancy firms and practitioners.  In this context, engagement is seen as a 
performance related construct that has demonstrated empirical linkages to desired 
organisational outcomes such as productivity, through maximising human capital 
(Corporate Leadership Council, 2004, 2004a; Harter  et al., 2002; Towers Perrin, 
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2003).  This is in contrast to Kahn’s conceptualisation that engagement is essentially 
a multi-dimensional motivation construct.  Academic research in some respects has 
been compelled to conform and respond to such external demands and hence the 
performance driven version of engagement has dominated the academic research 
space.   
As proposed earlier, these two broad factors have affected the original 
development of the construct of work engagement.  The consequence is a fusion of 
theoretical contributions and viewpoints and constructs that are contested.  When 
surveying the literature as a whole, the notion of work engagement as either 
momentary or pervasive, is most commonly overlooked.  Time frames are rarely 
explicitly referred to in perspectives related to engagement and much of the literature 
seems to implicitly assume a relatively durable attribute.  However, the consequence 
of such oversight is that this has hindered the conceptual clarity of the construct.  This 
has been acknowledged by Macey and Schneider (2008b) in their review of the 
engagement literature, who argue, that as a consequence of the lack of explicitness in 
research to date, time frames have not been adequately conceptualised or 
operationalised  (Macey & Schneider, 2008b). 
In very recent years, researchers have begun moving toward the episodic nature 
of work engagement, redefining it as state work engagement (Sonnentag  et al., 2010).  
In addition, engagement researchers have recently begun examining the concept of 
flow at work in order to examine short term positive-affect episodes in the workplace 
(Demerouti  et al., 2011; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013; Salanova  et al., 2006).  These 
research directions are consistent with an overall direction in the field of human 
flourishing, towards the more  “dynamic models of employee well-being that, along 
with between-person differences, investigate short-term, within-person fluctuations”  
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(Xanthopoulou  et al., 2012, p. 1051).  However, rather than referencing Kahn’s (1990) 
original portrayal of personal engagement, researchers have drawn upon other theories 
that comprise trait–state continua in order to justify their treatment of work 
engagement as transient, thus the original issues with conceptualisation remain.  For 
example, recent state engagement research has been conducted using modified 
versions of the  trait based Utrecht Work Engagement Scale, which in turn is based on 
the burnout literature, to reflect and test the proposed more episodic construct.  
Thus, as can be seen in the review of the engagement literature, engagement 
remains a confused and contested concept (Dalal  et al., 2008; Saks, 2008; Shuck, 
2011).  This is evidenced by the proliferation of overview articles requesting a need 
for consensus (Bakker, Albrecht, & Leiter, 2011a, 2011b; Newman & Harrison, 2008; 
Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011; Shuck, 2011; Sonnentag, 2011; Subrahmanian & 
Durairaj, 2013; Zigarmi, Nimon, Houson, Witt, & Diehl, 2009).  While the construct 
has established itself firmly in the practitioner community, it remains a “cocktail 
construct” (Saks, 2008, p. 40) and one in which the exact components of engagement, 
its potential antecedents and consequences need to be rigorously and empirically 
established.   
This is neither unusual nor problematic in essence as many other psychological 
or behavioural constructs have suffered from a similar lack of precision early in their 
evolvement (e.g. Kanungo, 1982; Maslach & Leiter, 2008; Schaufeli  et al., 2008) and 
it does not necessarily mean that the construct lacks practical or conceptual value 
(Macey & Schneider, 2008b).  Presently, however, the composition of “measured 
levels of engagement” that appear in various practitioner-led researches are diverse 
and inconsistent (Harter & Schmidt, 2008).  Given that these measurements are 
provided for the purpose of actionable outcomes, it is imperative that a common 
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understanding is reached as to precisely what is being measured and thus assist 
organisations attain consistent efforts in this regard (Harter & Schmidt, 2008; Saks, 
2006).   
In summary, work engagement remains a confused construct with different 
conceptualisations of engagement utilising different methodologies in research and 
operationalisation.  A significant contribution to this contestability, is the fact that 
insufficient research has been conducted towards investigating the original 
conceptualisation of engagement by Kahn (1990), that is, engagement as perceived as 
an episodic, within-person construct that ebbs and flows in the context of the task at 
hand.  Accordingly, the overall purpose of this research is to contribute research into 
that space.  A further broad aim of this research is to examine other similar constructs 
that overlap with work engagement when perceived as an episodic construct and to 
investigate how they may contribute to the construct of task engagement.   
The focus of this research is broadly intended to capture the essence of episodes 
of task engagement.  Specifically the intention is to define and scope the construct, to 
determine its antecedents and finally to examine the consequences for experiencing 
engaging task episodes at work. 
The following section will detail the focus of this research.  It will provide 
literature directly relevant to the three research focus areas: defining and scoping task 
engagement; antecedents to task engagement; and consequences of task engagement, 
in order to examine it for its implications for this study.  It will also detail the research 
questions situated within the relevant research field. 
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Focus of Research 
The preceding section was intended to provide a broad literature review of the 
work engagement and related literatures.  The following section is intended to distil 
the previously covered broad research into areas that specifically pertain to the 
research questions that guide this thesis.  First it will address the problems with 
defining the construct of task engagement.  As research question one pertains to the 
examination of within-person episodes of task engagement, this section will 
specifically discuss the nature and components of an episode of task engagement and 
aggregate the literature specifically relevant to that end.  In response to research 
questions two and three (which relate to antecedents and consequences of task 
engagement), a summary of the relevant and related literature will also be combined 
and discussed.  A broad summary will be provided thereafter. 
Research Focus 1: The Characteristics of Task Engagement at Work.  
Research question one pertains to the conceptualisation of an episode of task 
engagement at work:  These characteristics potentially entail three aspects: the nature 
of an episode; the referent of the episode; and of most importance, its distinguishing 
generalisable features.  In much the same way as someone might reflect on an episode 
of anxiety, identifiable by its characteristics (i.e. surge of panic; feeling of losing 
control; trouble breathing/hyperventilation; trembling/shaking; feeling of 
disconnection or detachment), it is a purpose of this research to identify the 
distinguishing characteristics as they pertain to episodes of task engagement. 
With respect to the nature of episodes, as discussed earlier there is limited 
research on the meaning of experience and on the meaningful units or episodes created 
by the self (Beal & Weiss, 2013).  Consequently, the processes by which meaningful 
units of experience are created and how they impact upon the individual, remains 
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relatively unexplored in the literature.  Beal et al. (2005) describe performance 
episodes as “naturally segmented, relatively short episodes thematically organized 
around work-relevant immediate goals or desired end states” (p. 1055).  Weiss and 
Cropanzano (1996) on the other hand, describe “events” as incidents that are likely to 
give rise to affective states.  They distinguish between mundane daily events and far 
more influential “shock like” events (Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996), which classify such 
events in terms of their intensity and duration. For the purposes of this research, I will 
accept the premise that episodes are “time bound,  and their beginnings and endings 
are subjectively experienced” (Beal  et al., 2005, p. 1055). 
Another aspect to consider in the conceptualisation of task engagement is in 
respect of its referent.  As already discussed, Kahn (1990) specifically referred to 
engagement as the harnessing of the individual self within the work role.  Engagement 
in this context, refers to self-in-role (Kahn, 1992), or to the full expression of the self, 
in the context of performing a task or role, in an environment that liberates such self-
expression.  Thus in Kahn’s conceptualisation, the task or role is placed as the referent 
to engagement.  This is an important difference from subsequent engagement research, 
and also serves to separate engagement from other related constructs such as 
commitment in which people identify with the organisation as a whole.   
Like Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation, the focus of a flow event is in the 
interaction between the self and the event.  Flow, described as a state of dynamic 
equilibrium, depends upon “establishing a balance between perceived action capacities 
and action opportunities” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 196).  This balance 
is inherently fragile and if altered (i.e., challenges exceed skills, or skills exceed 
challenges) then the possibility of flow is lost.  In a state of flow, people do not 
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distinguish between themselves and the activity, the connection is complete, it is a 
mutuality of connection (Csikszentmihalyi, 1982). 
However, the literature in the main, positions engagement in relation to an 
organisational referent.  Traditional work motivation theories, (e.g., job involvement, 
and organisational commitment etc.) similarly focus on how organisation members are 
internally and externally propelled toward fulfilling organisational goals.  However, in 
the context of the emerging literary movement (of developing the within-person 
dynamics of previously “enduring” constructs), the issue of referent moving from a 
global to a specific focus has been raised  (though remains relatively unexplored) in 
other theoretical domains.  For instance, in the field of affect; core affect and 
prototypical emotional episodes respectively describe enduring stable affect and clear 
episodes of emotion i.e. the feeling of terror when fleeing from an axe wielding 
assailant (Russell & Barrett, 1999).  In the case of core effect, the referent is general, 
for instance feeling in a good mood, and not focussed at anything in particular.  
Conversely, in the case of emotional episodes, “the object is the person, condition, 
event, or thing (real or imagined; past, present, or future) that the emotional episode is 
about—one is afraid of, is angry with, is in love with, or has pity for something” 
(Russell & Barrett, 1999, p. 806). Similarly in the performance episodes literature, the 
referent is considered the task or role i.e. “time-bound units of work activity, nested 
within tasks” (Beal  et al., 2005).  For the purposes of this research, I will accept the 
premise of Kahn’s original research, and position the referent of episodes of 
engagement towards the task, role or activity in which one is engaged.   
The final aspect of conceptualising an episode of task engagement entails its 
descriptive characteristics.  Kahn (1990) specifically focused on how “people’s 
experience of themselves and their work contexts influenced moments of personal 
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engagement and disengagement” (p. 702).  He described engagement as existing 
within role performances, and specifically, “how fully [people] psychologically 
present during particular moments of role performances” (p.692).  However, while 
Kahn sought to provide a theoretical framework with which to describe the processes 
involved in the moments of engagement or disengagement, he did not seek to describe 
what being engaged was actually comprised of.  Thus other literatures must provide 
any potential input. 
While very little research overall has been applied to the characteristics of 
episodes of daily work life, there are elements to draw upon in some surrounding 
literatures, most notably, flow.  As detailed earlier, flow has been described as a 
subjective state that comprises the following characteristics: a) intense and focussed 
concentration on the present moment, b) the merging of action and awareness, c) a loss 
of self-consciousness (i.e., loss of awareness of oneself as a social actor on the outside 
of the activity), d) a sense of control (i.e., the sense that one is in control of the process 
and outcome of the task, rather than being in command of the task), and e) the 
transformation of time, typically a sense that time has passed faster than normal 
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  These elements of flow have reported 
considerable consistency across different leisure and work settings (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990; Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 
For the purposes of this research, episodes will be considered as time bound units 
of work activity, comprised of specific characteristics (to be determined) and the 
referent will be considered the task or activity, in keeping with Kahn’s (1990) 
conceptualisation.  The determination of these characteristics will be included in the 
research agenda for this thesis.  Specifically the research is interested in determining 
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universal characteristics that describe the experience of episodes of task engagement.  
Accordingly, Research Question one will be as follows; 
RQ 1: What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work? 
The next section will examine the available research as it pertains to the 
antecedents of task engagement. 
Research Focus 2: Antecedents to an Episode of Task Engagement at 
Work. 
The key theme of Khan’s (1990) research was based around his identified 
antecedents to engagement; safety, meaning, and availability.  Other researchers have 
also explored a variety of potential antecedents to engagement, though in the context 
of attitudinal work engagement.  Other related within-person constructs have also 
provided potential antecedent information.  In the following section, each of Khan’s 
(1990) three key categories will be discussed.  After which there is further discussion 
of other potentially contributing antecedents from the trait engagement and related 
literatures. 
Meaning. 
As exemplified in Viktor Frankl’s quote from Nietzsche, “Those who have a 
‘why’ to live, can bear with almost any ‘how” (Frankl, 1985, p. 76).  Kahn (1990, p. 
703) described psychological meaningfulness as:  
A feeling that one is receiving a return on investments of one's self in a 
currency of physical, cognitive, or emotional energy.  People experienced 
such meaningfulness when they felt worthwhile, useful, and valuable—as 
though they made a difference and were not taken for granted.  They felt able 
to give to others and to the work itself in their roles and also able to receive.  
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Kahn likewise found that in the context of engaging with a task or role, people 
asked themselves, “How meaningful to me is this?”  In the absence of meaning, Kahn 
suggested that it would be very difficult for one to fully invest oneself authentically in 
the carrying out of the role.  
Drawing upon Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) Job Characteristics model and 
Ashford and Mael’s (1989) Social Identity theory, Kahn posited that there are critical 
psychological states that influence an individual’s internal motivation.  His focus was 
specifically on the psychological conditions, “the momentary rather than static 
circumstances of people's experiences” (p. 703) that shaped subsequent behaviours 
and whether or not one engaged in the task.  Kahn further described these conditions 
as “fleeting contracts; if certain conditions are met to some acceptable degree, people 
can personally engage in moments of task behaviors” (p. 703). 
Kahn (1990) found that elements such as task and role characteristics were 
directly related to a sense of meaningfulness.  He theorised that jobs involving 
challenge, variety, creativity, and autonomy, were likely to provide greater meaning.  
He also theorised that the roles that were compatible with one's self-identity or 
preferred self-image, were more likely to promote a sense of meaning.  Finally, he 
found that value congruence and interpersonal interactions with co-workers, where 
dignity and value were the hallmarks of the interactions, also contributed to a sense of 
meaningfulness.  
In one of the few studies that empirically investigated Kahn's (1990) research as 
it applied to antecedents—albeit with a view of engagement as a more pervasive trait 
like construct—May and colleagues (2004) found that Kahn’s antecedents of 
meaningfulness, safety and availability, were all significantly related to engagement.  
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Consistent with Kahn’s (1990) findings, they also determined that job enrichment and 
role fit were both significant predictors of meaningfulness.   
While flow theory has limited research in respect of antecedents to flow, and 
instead has focused primarily on the components and consequences of flow, it can 
contribute some relevance to the category of meaningfulness.  Meaningfulness as 
applied to flow is subsumed within the category of goals (a component of flow).  As 
Csikszentmihalyi (1997a) related, “flow tends to occur when a person faces a clear set 
of goals that require appropriate responses” (p. 29).  Further, flow theory would state 
that an experience is meaningful, when it is directly related to a person’s goals, and 
life has meaning when we have purpose and goals that justifies our strivings and when 
experience is ordered.  Once again, as Csikszentmihalyi (1990) reflected: “Someone 
who knows his desires and works with purpose to achieve them, is a person whose 
feelings, thoughts and actions are congruent with one another and is therefore a person 
who has achieved inner harmony” (p. 217). 
The construct of meaningfulness (away from the engagement context) has in 
itself a rich stream of literature.  It has been a central tenant of much lauded research 
in the positive psychology stream, particularly as it is applied to work (e.g. 
Baumgardner & Crothers, 2009; Fredrickson, 2001; Seligman, 2012).  In related 
literatures (as detailed below), there is much evidence that meaningful work has a 
strong relationship with not only positive organisational behaviours, but with the 
acquisition of personal and psychological resources.  For example, there exists a 
substantial body of work on Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) job characteristics theory, 
in which meaningful work is conceptualised as a critical psychological state deriving 
from job characteristics such as skill variety, task identity and task significance.  A 
meta-analysis of the job characteristics research, in which meaningfulness was 
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described as “the degree to which an employee feels the job has value and importance” 
(Humphrey, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2007, p. 1334), found that experienced meaning 
was the most important and impactful psychological state.  The results were consistent 
with Johns, Xie, and Fang, (1992) who had previously found that meaning was a 
“particularly encompassing psychological state” (p. 667), as it served as a mediator for 
all five motivational characteristics in the job characteristics model.  Similarly, in the 
psychological empowerment literature (Spreitzer, 1995), positions with enriched job 
characteristics such as self-determination, result in a stronger sense of meaning, which 
in turn, leads to higher levels of effectiveness, job satisfaction and less job related 
strain (Spreitzer, Kizilos, & Nason, 1997). 
Meaningfulness at work as a concept consistently appears in literature involving 
the broad area of well-being at work.  While it has not been harnessed in work 
engagement literature as such—aside from Kahn (1990) and May et al. (2004), its 
potential as an important antecedent to episodes of task engagement is of interest.   
Safety. 
Kahn (1990) described safety as “the sense of being able to show and employ 
self without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status or career” (p. 705).  
Kahn essentially felt that organisational relationships both with co-workers and 
management that were characterised by support, trust, openness, and lack of threat 
were the key influence for fostering a sense of psychological safety.  In such situations, 
these relationships constitute organisational norms or provide system expectations 
about behaviour, and in these instances, organisational safety becomes an 
organisational norm rather than simply a reflection of the relationships.  May et al. 
(2004) confirmed and extended Kahn’s research, and found that both supervisor 
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relations and co-worker relations had significant positive relationships with safety.  
Adherence to co-worker norms also had a significant negative association with safety.   
Other than Kahn (1990) and May et al. (2004), the notion of organisational safety 
does not have a large presence in the work engagement literature.  Nevertheless, 
related literature in respect of supervisory relations, empowerment and trust at work 
contribute to this dimension.  For example, research by Deci and Ryan (1987), showed 
that supervisors who create a culture of support for employees in their work 
environment, were associated with employees “with more intrinsic motivation, greater 
interest, less pressure and tension, more creativity, more cognitive flexibility, better 
conceptual learning, a more positive emotional tone, higher self-esteem, more trust, 
greater persistence of behavior change, and better physical and psychological health” 
(Deci & Ryan, 1987, p. 1024) . These supervisors tended to demonstrate concern for 
employees’ needs and feelings, encourage employees to voice any concerns and 
provide positive feedback; encourage the development of new skills and actively try 
to clear obstacles and other work-related problems so that employees could flourish.   
Further research by Carmeli and Gittell (2009), showed that the dimensions of 
relational coordination—shared goals, shared knowledge and mutual respect—
fostered  psychological safety thus enabling organisational members to engage in 
learning from failures.  Finally, research by Kark and Carmeli (2009) showed that 
employees’ perceptions of psychological safety was significantly related to feelings of 
vitality, which resulted in involvement in creative work.	
Availability. 
Availability was the last of Khan’s (1990) three psychological conditions.  He 
described it as the perception of the physical (strength and energy), emotional and 
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psychological resources that people considered themselves to possess in order to 
engage at any particular moment.  Physical resources included strength, energy and 
readiness; psychological resources included security, self-confidence, degree of self-
consciousness and organisational fit.  Kahn also acknowledged the influence of 
external events and outside influences in people's lives that could impact on the ability 
for people to engage at work.   
Overall, Kahn’s exploratory research suggested that people tacitly or 
subconsciously deal with multiple levels of influences, at the individual level, at the 
interpersonal and group level, and at the organisational level, by examining them all 
subconsciously for what they imply about their ability to fully invest themselves in the 
task.  Ultimately, this assessment is generally comprised of information provided in 
respect of meaning, safety and availability.  On the basis of this assessment, people 
may sub-consciously take the decision to engage or disengage.   
There is a limited amount of empirical backing with respect to the general 
literature on psychological availability (as a specific term),  with the exception of (May  
et al., 2004), who found that resources and outside activities were positively related 
with availability. Nevertheless, there is a considerable body of research (e.g., in the 
job demands/resources literature) regarding individuals’ availability of resources and 
how they may affect job performance in general.  Initially, Kahn’s notion of 
availability can be broadly broken into psychological and organisational resources 
which will be briefly discussed below, in respect of related fields of research.   
Psychological resources. 
Kahn (1990) posited that “psychological availability was associated with 
individual distractions that preoccupied people to various degrees and left them more 
or fewer resources with which to engage in role performances” (p. 703).  Rich et al. 
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(2010) in a study on engagement antecedents, further argued “self-perceptions of 
confidence and self-consciousness are the primary influences on psychological 
availability” (Rich  et al., 2010, p. 620).  Moreover, in studies of specific psychological 
attributes, generalised self-efficacy has been found to be positively related to 
psychological availability in that individuals with higher efficacy beliefs are likely to 
be more aware of the resources that they have to apply towards their work role and are 
more confident in their abilities to perform work demands.  Conversely, when 
individuals rate low on self-efficacy, they tend to doubt their abilities and focus their 
attention on their inadequacies rather than their capabilities (Bandura, 1977).  
Other theories addressing psychological resources, such as dispositional 
optimism (Nes & Segerstrom, 2006), and psychological capital (a composite of 
optimism, hope, self-esteem, and self-efficacy) (Gorgievski & Hobfoll, 2008), also 
focus on specific qualities that are considered important for effective adaptation 
(Luthans & Youssef, 2004).  However, it is only in relatively recent research, that self-
referent beliefs have been included as specific study variables in organisational 
research—showing associations with positive gain cycles of job resources, individual 
key resources, motivation, and job performance (Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a, 2009b).  
Thus it seems likely that psychological resources as a component of availability are 
important antecedents in providing the conditions for episodes of task engagement. 
Organisational resources. 
Much of the engagement literature post Kahn (1990), has focused on the role of 
resources, particularly organisational resources as fostering work engagement.  Some 
of these resources have been discussed as pre-antecedents to the three broader 
psychological antecedents as proposed by Kahn (as discussed above).  Of particular 
note, Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) job characteristics are frequently mentioned as 
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antecedents to engagement, as well as perceived organisational support, perceived 
supervisory support, procedural and distributive justice (Saks, 2006). 
Other studies have found that social support, autonomy, feedback, positive 
organisational climate and self-efficacy have all been positively associated with 
engagement, particularly the specific resources of autonomy-job control, self-efficacy 
and supervisor support (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Hakanen, Bakker, & Schaufeli, 
2006; Halbesleben, 2010; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  Further research has also 
suggested that job resources become more important and gain further motivational 
potential in circumstances where employees are experiencing high levels of job 
demands (Bakker & Bal, 2010).  Given the consistency of job resources as 
fundamental to work engagement it seems likely that job and organisational resources 
are potentially antecedents to episodes of task engagement.  
Contributions regarding antecedents from related literatures.  
There has been a limited amount of research in the flow area on antecedents to 
flow.  However, a small body of research with teachers identified job resources 
(Bakker, 2005), and self-efficacy (Basom & Frase, 2004) as important antecedents to 
flow. Bakker’s work in particular suggested that the provision of job resources, such 
as social support and supervision, function like additional skills and assist the 
employee to perform their tasks.  A further, longitudinal study by Salanova, et al., 
(2006), showed that personal resources (i.e. self-efficacy), and job resources (i.e. social 
support climate and clear goals) facilitated work-related flow. Further, the study 
showed that work related flow in turn, positively affected the resources that employees 
utilised in their tasks (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  The research suggested 
evidence of a positive upward spiral, consistent with Fredrickson’s “broaden and 
build” theory (Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002).  Finally, a study of 
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flow at work (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009), found that of Hackman and Oldham’s 
(1980) job characteristics, that skill variety and autonomy both contributed to the 
experience of flow. Thus as can be seen, there exists substantial overlap between flow 
and the engagement literature in regards to antecedents. 
Finally, research on state level well-being has provided some information with 
respect to antecedents.  Diary studies have shown that that individuals with higher 
levels of daily autonomy, relatedness and filled competence needs, had higher levels 
of daily well-being (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000; Sheldon  et al., 
1996).   
In summary, considerable research from multiple streams (i.e. state and trait 
engagement literatures, flow and well-being) has shown the importance of both 
psychological and organisational/situational resources as potentially necessary for 
episodes of engagement in the workplace.  As much of this research, with the exception 
of Kahn (1990) and some of the recent state engagement studies (e.g. Sonnentag & 
Kruel, 2006; Sonnentag  et al., 2012)  has been conducted in respect of trait level 
constructs, it is of interest to determine how much of it is relevant to episodes of task 
engagement.  Accordingly, research question two is as follows; 
RQ2:  What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work? 
The next section will examine the available research as it pertains to the 
consequences of task engagement at work. 
Research Focus 3: The Consequences an Episode of Task Engagement at 
Work. 
Kahn (1990) did not explicitly discuss the consequences of engagement.  
Nevertheless, a specific purpose of this project is to examine the construct of 
engagement for its full construct composition and in doing so, extend Kahn’s original 
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conceptualisation of episodes of engagement to include, not only its antecedents and 
characteristics, but also its proximal consequences.  Therefore an examination of 
literature in regards to consequences of episodic engagement is of significance.  While 
most of the research to date has focused on positive organisational behaviours, there 
is an emerging group of literatures that provide a range of possibilities for the 
acquisition of personal resources and well-being. 
The following section will detail contributions from within-person research, 
including: flow, state engagement research, and positive affect.  It will also briefly 
detail research from the broader area of trait engagement research.  Each of these 
streams of research will be examined for their potential consequences of engagement 
episodes at work. 
Some studies in flow research have examined the consequences of experiencing 
a flow state in educational settings.  For example, studies have linked flow to 
commitment and achievement at school (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 1989); to 
improved behavioural and cognitive performances (Steele & Fullagar, 2009); higher 
semester end improvement in grades as well as improved focus and creativity (Ghani 
& Deshpande, 1994); improved success in training (Konradt & Sulz, 2001); and a 
higher quality experience of learning while in flow (Konradt, Filip, & Hoffmann, 
2003).  Research has also shown a relationship between positive states of flow and 
psychological and physical well-being (Steele & Fullagar, 2009). 
 In the area of work studies, flow has been connected with increased job 
satisfaction (Bryce & Haworth, 2002); recovery (Debus  et al., 2014); self-efficacy 
(Salanova  et al., 2006);  job performance in the presence of  Hackman and Oldham’s 
(1980) motivating job characteristics (Demerouti, 2006); greater positive mood, task 
interest and performance (Eisenberger  et al., 2005); job resources (Mäkikangas  et al., 
 84 Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2010); as well as the ability to act like a contagion and influence other people (Bakker, 
2005).  In addition, the flow state is considered to be intrinsically rewarding which 
propels the individual to seek replications of the experience—which acts as a 
mechanism to foster growth (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).   This latter notion 
is similar to the concept of increased approach behaviours in the positive affect 
literature, which act to facilitate people’s desire for more intimate involvement in the 
task (Lyubomirsky  et al., 2005).  It is also reflected in Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden 
and build theory of positive emotions. 
The experience of flow therefore, has been shown to induce a range of positive 
outcomes for people in respect of their performance and individual well-being and as 
such, offers important potential content for the consequences of episodic task 
engagement. 
Another area of research of relevance to the consequences of engagement is to 
be found in studies of depletion and recovery from stress.  This stream of research 
investigates how recovery activities and experiences relate to employee well-being and 
organisational performance and state level engagement in particular (Binnewies & 
Sonnentag, 2013; Sonnentag & Kruel, 2006; Sonnentag  et al., 2012; Trougakos  et al., 
2008; Trougakos & Hideg, 2009).  This recent research, operating from the basis of 
state work engagement is suggesting that extreme focus of one’s attention for extended 
periods of time comes at a cost, and that there is a cognitive requirement for recovery 
from extreme focus and absorption.  Researchers (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Muraven, 
& Tice, 1998) have referred to this effect as ego depletion.  They consider that 
resources required by individuals to focus thoughts and behaviours for an extended 
period of time have a limited supply.  They further contend that with rest, these 
resources return.  In other words, much like physical expenditure, focused mental 
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expenditure can only be sustained for relatively short periods, after which a period of 
recovery must be undertaken for the resources to once again be available for use.  
Different studies have indicated that diminished capacity is variable, ranging from a 
few minutes (Baumeister  et al., 1998) to intervals as long as a few hours (Trougakos  
et al., 2008).   
However, research in the related area of positive affect has shown that episodes 
of positive affect could counteract ego depletion.  For example, Tice and colleagues 
(2007) showed that participants who watched comedy or received a surprise gift,  self-
regulated significantly better after stress, than did participants without the surprise gift 
or who experienced a sad mood induction (Tice, Baumeister, Shmueli, & Muraven, 
2007).  Similarly, studies from the area on effortless attention which showed that 
perceived mental effort decreases, often to the point of total effortlessness, in the 
context of highly learned skills (Dietrich & Stoll, 2010) is of relevance to this 
argument.  This research would suggest, that in activities where individuals are in a 
state of flow (i.e. high skills) that individuals should not deplete, based on the fact that 
they are using less mental effort in the execution of their skill, and subsequently 
experience less stress.  In this respect, there are strong prospects in the intersecting 
literatures to consider new possibilities about the nature of a task engagement episode 
and its impact on recovery.  If drawing from both the positive affect literature, as well 
as the effortless attention literature, it is conceivable that episodes of task engagement 
at work, are not only not depleting (due to their use of highly learned skills), but could 
also prevent depletion through its potential as an episode of positive affect.  This area 
is of significant interest for this research going forward. 
In respect of the positive affect literature, research also shows that experiencing 
episodes of positive affect not only has impacts on short-term benefits such as creative 
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thinking, problem solving, and stress management (Den Hartog & Belschak, 2007; 
Lazarus, 1991; Shirom, 2003; Trougakos  et al., 2008) but also has longer term 
consequences for the individual in terms of a spiral effect.  That is, as people 
experience episodes of positive affect, this has impacts on a range of behaviours that 
lead to increasing incidences of positive affect which in turn create habits of positive 
effect (Garland  et al., 2010).  Once again, this is consistent with the notion of gain 
spirals as proposed by Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory (2005). 
Finally, ample research from the consultancy sector as discussed previously, has 
embraced the notion of engagement on the basis of its far-reaching implications for 
employee performance and organisational efficacy.  However, as argued earlier, most 
consultancy company publications’ claims are not supported or substantiated by peer 
reviewed studies.  Nevertheless, prolific research in this sector has indicated that 
engagement is associated with: organisational commitment, extra role behaviour or 
discretionary effort, customer loyalty, productivity, and creativity (Bates, 2004; 
Corporate Leadership Council, 2004a; TowersPerrin-ISR, 2006).  The Gallup 
organisation, which is different in the sense that it publishes in peer reviewed journals, 
has also found such positive associations (Harter, 2000; Harter  et al., 2002) with 
positive organisational outcomes.  However, a significant criticism of much of the 
research emanating from the consultancy sector is the distinct overlap of their 
definition of engagement with other existing positive organisational behaviour 
constructs such as job involvement, job satisfaction and organisational commitment 
(Bakker, 2010). 
The academic engagement literature however has also found associations 
between work engagement and positive organisational outcomes, such as, 
organisational commitment  (Hakanen et al., 2006; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), 
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personal initiative (Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008), discretionary effort (Bakker, 
Demerouti, & Verbeke, 2004), and increased organisational performance.  In short, 
most of the research in engagement to date has emphasised the impact of work 
engagement on positive organisational outcomes.  As such, positive organisational 
behaviour consequences are a potential likely outcome of episodes of engagement at 
work.   
Thus in summary, the potential consequences of engagement, beyond the much-
publicised impacts on positive organisational behaviours is increasingly showing 
potential relationships between engagement at work and the development of personal 
resources, positive affect and task performance.  Therefore in order to fully explore 
the potential consequences of engagement, the following research question is posed:  
RQ 3:  What are the consequences of an episode of task engagement of work? 
The following model (Figure 4) is intended to briefly summarise the offerings 
from the relevant literature in regards to episodes of engagement, its characteristics, 
antecedents and consequences. 
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Figure 4. Literary suggestions for antecedents, characteristics and 
consequences of episodes of engagement. 
 
Summary and Implications 
This literature review has covered the dominant literatures of work engagement 
(and related areas) in order to evaluate both the current state of engagement research 
as well as potential insights into a fully scoped episode of task engagement.  The 
review commenced with Kahn’s (1990) seminal, ethnographic research and the limited 
continuation of said research.  It also summarised the literature stemming from the 
burnout, job demands/resources and the consultancy sector literatures, all of which 
originated with very different intent and conceptualisations.  In addition, other related 
(state based) constructs such as flow and positive affect have been included for their 
significant contribution or overlap with episodic engagement research.  As argued, this 
has left the field of engagement with a complicated history, with differing 
conceptualisations, antecedents and outcomes, differing methods of assessment and 
evaluation, and different applications of the construct itself. 
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Engagement then, remains a confused concept.  To date many competing 
definitions of the concept exist and no unifying conceptual framework of engagement 
has yet emerged.  There are different pockets of engagement research progressing in 
isolation of others.  In addition, and aside from the original research conducted by 
Kahn (1990), there has been no theory generating research conducted in the area of 
episodic engagement.  
Theoretically speaking, the way forward would normally take one of two routes.  
The obvious route would be to continue along one of the current paths of engagement 
research and further explore the construct in terms of what it can contribute to the field 
of engagement literature.  However, such an approach does not resolve in any way, the 
difficulty with lack of clarity, lack of commonality and ultimately the lack of 
consistency between the different conceptualisations of work engagement.  This is a 
frustrating conundrum, as the construct itself has much to offer work focussed 
research, particularly in the context of the acquisition of positive resources and 
individual well-being.  Thus it was considered that the best way forward was back to 
the beginning, albeit with all of the interim knowledge in mind.   This research will 
return to Kahn’s (1990) original research and explore the notion of episodic 
engagement as originally conceptualised. 
The only premise utilised for this investigation will be the original premise of 
Kahn (1990), that engagement represents a full and temporary investment of the self 
in a task or activity at work.  These episodes will be conceived of as “time bound,  and 
their beginnings and endings are subjectively experienced” (Beal  et al., 2005, p. 1055).  
It also accepts that the referent of engagement is directed towards the role, task or 
activity with which one is engaged.  To some extent, all research is encumbered with 
the wide scope of literature in existence, so methodologically the research design that 
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follows must accommodate a full investigation, with contributing theories (aside from 
the premises outlined above) removed from the process of investigation as much as 
possible.   
The objective of the research then is to scope the construct of episodic task 
engagement from its inception, to enable the construct unfettered access to emerge and 
in doing so, to generate new theory.  In that context, the broad research questions for 
the project are as follows: 
RQ 1: What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work?  
RQ2: What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work? 
RQ3: What are the consequences of an episode of task engagement of work? 
This project does not follow the traditional gap-spotting approach (Sandberg & 
Alvesson, 2011), instead, a theory-generating approach is taken which has two 
purposes.  First, to examine the phenomenon of episodic task engagement from the 
point of view of participants and their particular social and institutional or 
organisational contexts; and second, to build new theory on the basis of the research 
in consultation with existing theory.  It will offer a new theoretical framework within 
which to understand the process of engaging episodically in tasks at work.  In addition, 
the framework will offer an explication of the antecedents and consequences of having 
episodes of engagement at work, which in the main, are new offerings in engagement 
research.  Finally, this research will link the new emergent theory to existing 
theoretical concepts as applicable. 
This research will contribute to clearing the conceptual confusion surrounding 
the construct of work engagement, differentiating it from other similar constructs and 
offering a new foundation on which to base ongoing research in the area of work 
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engagement.  Importantly, the findings of this program of research will aid both 
research and practice.  Ultimately, it will provide further information to organisations 
that can assist in improving the potential understanding of what engages workers in 
their organisations on a day to day basis, as well as how episodes of engagement 
impact on individual organisational behaviours. 
A mixed method approach is proposed for the following studies.  Study one will 
be a qualitative study, using a quasi-grounded approach and based on in-depth 
interviews with individuals who have experienced recent events of engagement at 
work.  The term quasi-grounded is used deliberately, as the research encompasses 
some elements of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 2009) through the use of 
constant comparisons of emerging themes against relevant literature.  However it 
diverges in some key areas by the use of a critical incident method (Flanagan, 1954) 
to analyse the data.  Study two will take the key findings from Study one and provide 
some quantitative verification of its findings.  
With respect to structure, each study is independently presented.  Both will 
briefly summarise the relevant literature, provide its own research questions and 
hypotheses, method, results and a brief discussion.  An overall discussion integrating 
both studies and the relevant literature will be provided in a separate chapter in 
conclusion. 
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Chapter 3:  Study 1 – Interview Study 
Study 1 has two purposes.  First to examine the phenomenon of episodes of task 
engagement from the point of view of participants and the organisational context in 
which the episodes occurred.  And second, to build new theory on the basis of the 
research in consultation with existing theory.  Specifically, this study aims to develop 
a comprehensive understanding of episodic task engagement—what it is, how it is 
described by those who experience it and what it feels like when it happens.  It 
investigates the proximal antecedents that must be met for episodes of engagement at 
work to occur, as well as the proximal consequences of those episodes.  Note, that for 
the purposes of this research, proximal refers to the immediately preceding or 
following conditions or occurrences, in the context of an episode of task engagement. 
 As discussed in Chapter two, there have been difficulties in the evolution of 
work engagement as an episodic construct, largely as a consequence of the lack of 
theoretical development of the original foundation research provided by Kahn (1990) 
and the subsequent adoption of the construct by alternative theories and contexts.  The 
consequence is a rather messy amalgam of theoretical contributions and viewpoints 
and limited contribution in the episodic engagement space.  Consequently, there exists 
a strong need to theoretically and comprehensively reinvestigate the construct of task 
engagement from its conceptual beginning.  To explore its full potential scope; its 
similarities, or lack of, with other existing theories such as flow; as well as enable 
better understanding of antecedents and consequences of such experiences.  This in 
turn, will permit organisations to optimally support and facilitate episodes of 
engagement at work.   
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In part, a purpose of Study 1 is to use Kahn’s (1990) findings as a starting point 
in this investigation, and the ensuing research aims to both replicate and extend Kahn’s 
original work.  In respect of extension, Kahn’s focus was on the psychological 
antecedents to engagement.  His research did not scope the experience of engagement, 
its characteristics or composition, and neither did it explore the consequences of 
engagement.  Accordingly, this research will also investigate these additional features 
of an episode of task engagement. 
In summary, task engagement will be defined, scoped and explicated, thereby 
resolving some of the theoretical confusion that currently exists.  The theory will be 
extended to include the proximal antecedents and consequences of experiencing an 
episode of task engagement at work.   
Study 1 will be inductive, involving in-depth interviews.  The purpose of which, 
will be to identify specific task engagement episodes experienced by research 
participants and to closely examine these episodes to yield detailed information 
regarding the following research questions; 
RQ 1: What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work?  
RQ2: What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work?  
RQ3:   What are the consequences of having an episode of task engagement at 
work?  
The following section discusses the methodology used in the study and the 
research design.  It details the participants in the study, lists the methods used and 
justifies their use.  It outlines the procedure and discusses how the data were analysed.  
The results are then discussed in relation to the dominant theoretical engagement 
conceptualisations which includes how this current research may reflect or diverge 
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from other theoretical positions, particularly that of Kahn (1990).  Finally, this chapter 
outlines the potential limitations of the research.  It will also introduce a rationale for 
Study 2 which follows. 
Methodology and Research Design 
Ontology. 
 As the primary aim of Study 1 was to uncover the complex social and 
psychological processes involved in an engaging episode at work, an inductive 
approach was deemed necessary so that unknown information could emerge and 
provide greater insight into the complexity of an episode of engagement.  Specifically, 
the objective was to reveal the full task engaged experience, its contextual antecedents 
and consequences and the meaning and purpose of both (for the participant).  This 
necessitated a methodology that enabled “thick, detailed descriptions of actual actions 
in real-life contexts that recover and preserve the actual meanings that actors ascribe 
to these actions and settings” (Gephart Jr, 2004, p. 455).   
Accordingly, the methodology and research design employed for Study 1 was 
designed to enable theoretical concepts and frameworks to emerge from the data and 
analysis that followed, rather than being driven from a priori theory that might guide 
data collection and analysis.  In this sense, this study follows an interpretive tradition—
in that the concepts that emerged from the research did so organically— alongside 
consideration of relevant literature that guided the emerging thematic analysis.  
However, a technical rendition of interpretive research reporting has not been 
employed in the presentation of this data, purely for the sake of clarity and a more 
linear articulation of the complexity of data and theory that comprises qualitative 
analysis (Chell, 2004).  In addition, while this research encompasses strong elements 
of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 2009) as evidenced through the use of constant 
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comparison of emerging themes with relevant literature, it diverges in some key areas.  
For example, a critical incident method (Flanagan, 1954) was employed in the 
collection and analysis of data, as it was considered the most suitable for the outcomes 
of the study.  Thus, this study does not make claims to be formally grounded, but does 
acknowledge a strong contribution from this style of research. 
Since the aim of this research is to generate deep understanding of engaging 
episodes, understanding must come from individual reconstructions of these episodes, 
coalescing around consensus.  Hence, this study employed the use of in-depth 
interviews, based around a critical incident technique (CIT).  CIT was developed 
within a qualitative, social constructionist framework and assumes a 
phenomenological approach (Chell, 1998, 2004).  As such, the underlying assumptions 
of this research is that reality is subjective rather than concrete and “is specifically 
intended to capture the thought processes, the frame of reference and the feelings about 
an incident or set of incidents, which have meaning for the respondent” (Chell, 2004, 
p. 47).   
Critical Incident Technique. 
The CIT is a qualitative interview procedure, which facilitates the investigation 
of significant occurrences such as episodes, incidents, processes or issues, identified 
by the respondent, the way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of perceived 
effects.  In this research, full episodes of task engagement were investigated.  The 
object of the CIT is to identify the full and complete range of factors (i.e. critical 
incidents) that either promote or inhibit the the episode of task engagement under 
scrutiny.  The objective is to gain an understanding of the episode from the perspective 
of the individual, taking into account cognitive, affective and behavioural elements 
(Chell, 2004, p. 851).  Data collection is conducted through interviews and/or direct 
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observation, and analysis is conducted by determining a frame of reference and 
determining categories that emerge from these data (the accumulated critical 
incidents).  This process and the categories with associated operational definitions are 
the other features that distinguish CIT from alternative qualitative methods 
(Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson, & Maglio, 2005). 
The CIT was first introduced to the social sciences by Flanagan (1954) initially 
as a method for selecting and classifying aircrews in the context of differentiating 
between efficient and inefficient behaviours in life or death situations.  In its original 
conception it is described as:  
a set of procedures for collecting direct observations of human behaviour in 
such a way as to facilitate their potential usefulness in solving practical 
problems and developing broad psychological principles…By an incident is 
meant any specifiable human activity that is sufficiently complete in itself to 
permit inferences and prediction to be made about the person performing the 
act.  To be critical, an incident must occur in a situation where the purpose or 
intent of the act seems fairly clear to the observer and where its consequences 
are sufficiently definite to leave little doubt concerning its effects (Flanagan, 
1954, p. 1).   
Flanagan (1954) defined five major steps in the CIT process: (1) determining the 
general aims of the activity or event to be studied, (2) making plans and setting 
specifications, (3) data collection, (4) data analysis, and (5) data interpretation and 
reporting on the findings.  The data interpretation step involves a further three stages 
including: specifying the frame of reference, forming the categories, and determining 
the level of specificity or generality to be used both in the categories and in reporting 
the data.  This latter level of specificity should in fact be determined by the proposed 
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use or purpose of the analysis and its subsequent application in practice (Butterfield  
et al., 2005; Butterfield, Maglio, Borgen, & Amundson, 2009; Flanagan, 1954).  Other 
researchers, in particular Butterfield and colleagues (2005, 2009) have also 
incorporated credibility checks, developed over the last few decades, which are 
intended to increase the reliability and validity of the CIT.  The combined Flanagan’s 
original CIT process with the additional credibility checks has been referred to in the 
literature as the enhanced CIT (ECIT) (Butterfield  et al., 2005; Butterfield  et al., 
2009).  The ECIT approach, that is the five original steps and additional credibility 
checks, were utilised in this current research project and will be detailed in the 
forthcoming section on validity and reliability. 
Research Design. 
Step one of CIT process refers to: (1) the identification of aims of the study.  As 
indicated earlier, the specific aim of Study 1 was to fully understand what comprises 
an engagement episode; to identify factors that facilitate engagement episodes; and to 
understand the consequences of being engaged.   
The second step of the CIT is making plans and setting specifications.  In more 
detail, this step comprises “(a) defining the types of situations to be observed, (b) 
determining the situation’s relevance to the general aim, (c) understanding the extent 
of the effect the incident has on the general aim, and (d) deciding who will make the 
observations” (Butterfield et al., 2005, p. 478).  Flanagan (1954) suggested that to 
ensure events were specific and accurate, that the events themselves should represent 
extreme or obvious examples of the phenomena under study as atypical events are 
more easily recalled and distinguished than standard events during the day (Schluter, 
Seaton, & Chaboyer, 2008).  In addition, it is a principle of CIT that information should 
be collected from those in the best position to make the necessary judgements.  Thus 
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in this research, participants were chosen who identified as having experienced recent 
engaging episodes at work and who were comfortable with and capable of participating 
in in-depth interviews.  An interview guide was utilised in order to ensure that all 
questions pertaining to the incident had been asked and responded to.  The incidents 
themselves were selected as representing a recent task engagement episode where they 
clearly identified as having been engaged and fully absorbed at work for a discrete 
period of time in relation to a task.  Further, with regard to the types of incidents to be 
collected, it was important that the participants themselves identified the specific 
episodes of engagement to be investigated. 
The third step of the CIT process is data collection.  The individual in-depth 
interview is a preferred method of data collection as, more than any other method, it 
allows greater opportunity for discussion, clarification and consideration of context.  
While not unique to CIT, the in-depth interview is a well suited method of exploring 
the context of the situation and the experiences of the interviewee, thereby enabling 
the systemic implications of the episodes to emerge.  It provides a source of richness 
and insight to the data (Fontana & Frey, 1994).  The interview process used was 
recommended by CIT guidelines (Butterfield  et al., 2009) and comprised the 
following; establishing rapport with the interviewee, allowing participants to relate 
their story within the context of the situation, and being able to follow up using probes 
and questions as needed.  This process is able to yield rich data that would likely not 
be obtained with other methods (Butterfield  et al., 2009). 
The fourth step of the CIT process is data analysis.  This section will be explained 
in detail in the analysis section, but involved working with the transcripts of all the 
interviews conducted.  There are three main steps in this process: (1) determining the 
frame of reference—in other words, determining the use that is to be made of the data.  
 100 Chapter 3: Study 1 – Interview Study 
In this study, the aim was to understand what comprised an episode of task engagement 
at work, what antecedents needed to be in place, and what consequences emerged from 
the episode.  Step (2) of this process involves formulating the categories derived from 
grouping similar incidents; and (3) determining the level of specificity or generality to 
be used in reporting the data.  This final step is determined by practical considerations 
such as how the data might be applied for maximum usefulness. 
Finally, the last step in the CIT process is data interpretation and reporting on 
the findings.  This step broadly involves a thematic analysis of the transcripts, with 
additional credibility checks, which are employed particularly when the study involves 
the report of perceptions regarding an experience, rather than direct observation of a 
behaviour (Butterfield  et al., 2009).  These credibility checks will be covered in the 
forthcoming sections, but are in summary; audiotaping interviews; establishing 
interview fidelity (to ensure the interviewer is not asking leading questions or 
prompting the participant, and that the interview guide is being followed); independent 
extraction of critical incidents (in which a sample of transcripts are given to an 
independent examiner); exhaustiveness (determining the point at which 
exhaustiveness occurs); a reporting of participation rates; the placing of incidents into 
categories by an independent judge; and finally, cross checking by participants of the 
content of the transcripts. 
Participants. 
Participants for Study 1 were recruited in a purposive way (Patton, 1990), from 
a variety of organisations.  The strategy behind the recruitment process was to provide 
generalisable findings about task engagement.  Participants were deliberately sought 
from a wide range of different organisations representing both the private and public 
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sectors over a number of different professions and organisations.  This was designed 
to garner the widest possible range of opinions and experience.    
In a CIT study, the size of the sample is determined by the number of critical 
incidents gathered that have contributed to the episode or event under examination, 
rather than by the number of participants interviewed (Flanagan, 1954).  This is 
because it is the incidents, rather than participants, that are examined in the process.  
No specific guide exists as to how many incidents should be collected as this in itself 
is dependent upon the complexity of the questions and the depth and breadth of the 
issue under investigation.  However, some researchers have tentatively established 
guides in this respect.  For example, Twelker (2003) recommended that 50 critical 
incidents should be recorded. However, most researchers recommend being guided by 
the point of data saturation—that interviews be conducted until no further critical 
incidents or categories emerging from those critical incidents, are revealed (Creswell, 
2008; Schluter  et al., 2008).  In regards to specific guidelines for CIT research, 
Flanagan similarly (1954) believed that participant interviews should continue until 
redundancy or exhaustive notice occurs in the data.  In other words, to the point at 
which no new categories emerge that are needed to describe the episode or activity 
under investigation.  The essential point is to ensure that the entire content domain of 
the activity in question has been captured and described (Butterfield, 2005).   
Interviews were conducted with 21 participants, yielding a total of 1068 critical 
incidents, which were identified as factors that directly explained the full and complete 
experience of an episode of task engagement. 
While key themes and categories had emerged well before the interviews were 
finished, later interviews not only reinforced these themes, but also provided the 
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opportunity to focus more intensely on key themes and to extract further detailed 
information. 
Since a key objective of the CIT is concerned with probing episodes of task 
engagement, it was important to select participants that were likely to be engaged in 
their daily work.  Consequently, it was determined that participants should have the 
following requirements:  they should be actively and currently serving in what they 
perceive as their career; and where possible, recruited on the basis of recommendations 
of others,  thus  following a purposive sampling approach.  To this end, managers and 
employees of the various organisations were asked to suggest people who were known 
to them as being enthusiastic, involved and generally demonstrated enjoyment in their 
work.  Potential respondents were then contacted and provided with a definition of 
task engagement from which they then determined whether or not they were 
appropriate for the study.  This purposive sampling approach is specifically known as 
intensity sampling where there is a focus on information-rich cases that manifest the 
phenomena intensely (Patton, 1990).  This method provides significant insight into 
particular phenomena.  This approach was justified given that I was not attempting to 
generalise about who may be engaged, but rather, was focussed on the components of 
task engagement, why and how that engagement occurs, and its consequences.  It was 
also consistent with Flannagan’s (1954) suggestion that events themselves should 
represent extreme or obvious examples of the phenomena under study.  Thus in 
summary, participants for this project were purposefully selected on the basis that they 
were likely to experience task engagement at work, that they were prepared to talk 
about what had helped or hindered their ability to engage in tasks at work and were 
available to participate in an interview. However, beyond that, I attempted to maximise 
sample heterogeneity by choosing participants from a variety of jobs and occupations 
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(Lee, 1999).  Overall, participants in this research comprised 21 people: 9 females 
(43%) and 12 males (57%).  The average age was 45 years.  All participants were 
tertiary educated, employed on a full-time basis and in an occupation that aligned with 
their career aspirations.   
Method. 
The individual in-depth interview format is considered the ideal method for data 
collection for the CIT as it allows for greater opportunity for discussion and 
clarification than other methods (Schluter  et al., 2008).  Interviews are an essential 
component of the CIT providing the context or situational characteristics against which 
critical incidents may be understood and analysed.  Further, the interview technique 
enables research to generate rich, first hand experiences from participants and provide 
powerful and vivid insights into a phenomenon (Miller & Glassner, 2004).  
Specifically, in this research, semi-structured interviews were used to investigate 
specific episodes of engagement.  While key questions were pre-determined, the 
process was deliberately left relatively unstructured in-situ, in order to not impose 
structure a priori on participants.  This technique enabled information not directly 
related to the structured questions, to also emerge (Bachiochi & Weiner, 2002).   
The CIT interview method used has six distinguishable elements; (1) gaining 
access, (2) focusing the theme and giving an account of oneself as researcher to the 
respondent, (3) introducing the CIT method, (4) controlling the interview, by probing 
the incidents and clarifying one’s understanding, (5) concluding the interview, and (6) 
taking care of ethical issues (Chell, 2004, p. 48).  These elements will be discussed in 
the procedure and timelines section. 
A particular benefit of the CIT interview is that it enables researchers to focus 
on very specific situations.  It also enables participants to influence the process by 
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selecting the events that they regard as important.  In this respect, the technique 
permits data to emerge according to the values and perceptions of the respondent, 
rather than the researcher.  In this way, CIT is a research method that allows 
participants as free a range of responses as possible, within the context of a research 
framework (Gabbott & Hogg, 1996).  In short, the data is revealed entirely from the 
perspective of the respondent.  During the interview, the respondents were asked to 
recall a specific episode of engagement, using their own language and terms to 
describe it. 
An interview guide is a valuable tool and point of reference for CIT interviews.  
The interview protocol used for this current research consisted of a standard set of 
open-ended questions to avoid biasing participants’ replies (please refer to Appendix 
1 for interview guide).  As in other qualitative research, the interview guide serves as 
a record of interview and as a way of keeping the interviewer focused on the research 
goals.  Importantly, it also serves as a checklist at the end of the interview to ensure 
that all questions have been asked.  In this research project, as the interviewer, I let 
participants largely dictate the flow of the interview and the order of points of 
discussion.  This was a deliberate strategy to improve the comfort level of participants, 
to establish rapport between the participant and myself as interviewer and to elicit 
unrequested information.  To this end, each interview followed a slightly different 
trajectory over its course.  The interview guide served the very important function as 
a checklist at the end to ensure that each of the general investigative areas I wanted 
covered had in fact been done so and that the same areas had been covered in each 
interview, albeit in different ways and at different times.  
 Chapter 3: Study 1 – Interview Study 105 
Procedure and Timeline. 
Once prospective interviewees had been selected and had agreed to participate 
in the study, an email was forwarded to them that provided an explanation of 
engagement, as well as the notion of critical incidents.  I invited participants to reflect 
in advance, about tasks or activities at work in which “you've been attentive and 
interested in what you're doing; felt absorbed and involved, and time flew by.  A time 
when you didn't think about how you'd rather be doing something else, and you didn't 
feel bored”.  This question was taken directly from Kahn’s (1990) research (p. 723).  
The CIT interview began by firstly obtaining the participants informed consent 
and by fully explaining the purpose of the research and the intent of the interviews.  It 
also outlined the ethical considerations and protections of the research.  Basic 
demographic data (age, gender, marital status, commitments, and occupational status) 
was collected and used to describe the sample.   
Interviews were between one to two hours in length with 90 minutes being the 
average.  Participants’ responses to the open-ended questions were followed up using 
Lee’s (1999) facilitation approach.  Specifically, I asked for clarification and 
elaboration of major points and checked my understanding of participants’ answers by 
summarising and paraphrasing the major points at regular intervals.  The interviews 
took place in various meeting rooms, mostly at the participant’s place of work.  Each 
of the interviews was audio recorded and subsequently transcribed. 
During the process of the interview, I began by giving a brief account of task 
engagement and the areas I was interested in pursuing.  Participants were provided 
with a broad description of task engagement and given examples of such, in a sporting 
context—so as not to lead the responses of participants in a working context.  
Participants were asked to identify and comment on a recent episode or event in their 
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working life that described a similar period of engagement. A recent episode was 
explicitly requested to ensure maximum access to experienced emotions, behaviours 
and cognitions associated with the event. 
Episodes proffered by participants included a wide variety of work based 
scenarios.  For example, one participant (an architect) discussed a recent episode of 
task engagement in which he was designing a house where he had a high level of 
artistic and technical control (as a consequence of trust offered from the clients). His 
episode of task engagement involved being “lost for hours” in the process of designing 
the house and walking mentally through the rooms as he designed them, complete (in 
his mind) with furniture and fittings and other micro aspects such as potential colour 
schemes and surrounding environmental factors.  Other participants nominated 
scenarios such as being involved in writing a persuasive speech (on behalf of a 
company CEO); a negotiation involving critical outcomes and important stakeholders.  
All episodes involved a complete episode of engagement in a particular specific task 
at work. 
Once an episode of task engagement was identified, the episodes themselves 
were carefully and systematically examined.  The interview was designed to focus on 
the episode, how it was experienced by the participant in the moment, what 
characterised it, the proximal psychological and situational conditions that enabled it 
to occur, and the short-term consequences of the episode for the individual.  The 
intention was to create an intense focus on engaging episodes and the proximal 
antecedents and consequences.   
The interview guide and process was structured so that analysis could generally 
fall into three broad categories (episode, antecedent and consequence).  In most of the 
interviews conducted, this process was not linear and ran on the basis of the energy 
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and interest of the participant.  I made a specific decision to not halt the flow of the 
conversation, so that important information was not cut off or redirected.  In all, a 
general, relaxed conversational style was utilised, which progressed according to the 
interests of the interviewee.  This was a deliberate measure taken to maximize rapport 
between myself and the interviewee, and to create a climate of unfettered disclosure.  
An opportunity was taken at the end of the interview to go over the interview guide to 
ensure that all questions had been covered in an adequate amount of detail. 
Following the interview, an email was forwarded to participants, which outlined 
a summary of the key themes or points that had emerged from their interview.  This 
provided an opportunity for respondents to agree or disagree with my summary of the 
interview and to add to the summary where required.  Three participants chose to add 
and clarify comments, which were subsequently added to the analysis, all other 
participants were satisfied with the content as presented.  No participants disagreed 
with the summary content as provided to them.  In general, interviewees indicated that 
they had enjoyed the interview and were interested in the topic.  The above mentioned 
validation procedure is consistent with Butterfield’s enhanced critical incident 
technique (Butterfield  et al., 2009) which is designed to add a higher level of rigour 
to the process. 
Analysis 
Analysis of the study was conducted according to the CIT steps prescribed by 
Flanagan (1954) and involved: determining the frame of reference; formulating 
categories derived from grouping similar incidents; and determining the level of 
specificity to be used in reporting these data.  The frame of reference arises from the 
use that is to be made of these data.  In the context of this research the frame of 
reference was being able to define an engaging episode and to describe the common 
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antecedents and consequences of task engagement.  The frame of reference for this 
research was determined as a single complete episode of task engagement. 
Category Development. 
The next steps following from a frame of reference are; determining the units of 
analysis, the critical incidents pertaining to the unit of analysis, grouping the critical 
incidents to form categories, and determining the level of specificity to be used in 
reporting it.  Procedures followed for each of these decisions are detailed as follows.   
Unit of analysis and critical incidents. 
The first step in critical incident analysis is to determine the appropriate units of 
analysis (Keaveney, 1995).  Given that this research is invested in determining the 
antecedents, the event characteristics and the consequences of an engaging episode at 
work, the units of analysis were determined as being: characteristics of an episode of 
task engagement; the antecedents to that episode; and the consequences of that 
episode.   
The term critical incident is relatively non-specific.  It can refer to a complete 
reflection or to a specific behaviour contained within the reflection.  It constitutes the 
factors that are integral to the event or phenomenon being analysed.  Critical incidents 
for the purpose of this research were defined as single, complete observations or 
reflections from participants that contributed to, described, or were a consequence of 
the engaging episode for them.  This complete observation or reflection could variably 
describe any number of things, for example; a mood, emotion, cognition or behaviour 
or all of the above.  See Figure 5 (below) which specifies the relationships between 
units of analysis and critical incidents as utilised for the CIT. 
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Organising the raw data.  
Generally speaking, CIT studies elicit masses of raw data.  Both manual methods 
and software programs are considered effective and are commonly used to organise 
and interpret the data (Butterfield  et al., 2009).  Ultimately a manual method was used 
to organise these data for this project.  This decision was made on the basis that the 
main aim of this method is to consider and retain the context of the data and this 
facilitates an iterative process of exploring the incidents in context (of surrounding 
data), rather than “splicing them into arbitrary units before searching for topics, themes 
or meanings” (Thompson & Barrett, 1997, p. 60).   Also, while software offers some 
advantages, it is less useful in terms of “addressing issues of validity and reliability in 
 Figure 5.  Relationships between units of analysis and critical incidents as used in the CIT         
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the thematic ideas that emerge during the data analysis process and this is due to the 
fluid and creative way in which these themes emerge” (Welsh, 2002, p. 2). 
The interview transcriptions (a total of 486 pages) were placed into a large 
binder.  Initially, working off the three units of analysis (antecedents, episode 
characteristics, consequences), a colour scheme was used (green, pink and blue 
respectively) to identify critical incidents that belonged to the each of the three units.  
Other colours were used to identify contextual factors or other relevant information 
that required clarification or follow-up.  As an example, complete comments or 
reflections made by participants that were considered critical incidents in the unit of 
antecedents to engagement, were highlighted in green.  For example, “I felt as though 
we were getting to worthwhile issues; so a sense of the relevance of the work.  It wasn’t 
menial or a distraction—it seemed to have a high purpose.” 
As mentioned earlier, I made extensive use of paraphrasing throughout the 
interviews.  At regular intervals throughout the interviews, I summarised the preceding 
minutes and paraphrased the key points made by the participant.  In the analysis of the 
data, this became a very useful tool to check that all critical incidents had been 
identified.  As in most cases, if I had not identified a critical incident in the paraphrase, 
or if my interpretation was incorrect, the participant would invariably correct or clarify 
the content.  This process was extremely useful, both in situ—to check understanding, 
and in the process of analysis—to ensure important points were not overlooked.   
Development of initial categories and sub-categories. 
Once critical incidents (CIs) were identified, they were extracted electronically 
and placed into an excel document relating to the three broad units of analysis.  The 
process of discerning any patterns, themes and similarities among the incidents 
commenced.  Each of the CIs were scrutinised and a summary comment was allocated.  
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For example, in the incident described above “you feel that you are getting to 
worthwhile issues so a sense of relevance of the work.  It wasn’t menial or a distraction 
it seemed to have a high purpose”, was summarised as high meaning or purpose.  Using 
this method, 1068 critical incidents were identified, analysed and placed into 
categories within the three units of analysis.  Further analysis was then conducted to 
establish whether the categories themselves made sense and whether they should be 
placed together within a broader, higher-order category.  Ultimately, in the first 
iteration of the data, 17 categories were identified and placed into the broader units of 
antecedents, characteristics and consequences.  The breakdown for these categories 
can be seen in Tables 1, 2, 3 and 4.  Each of the CI’s in each of the categories were 
scrutinised and summarised in this manner and placed into summary categories.  An 
example of how categories were determined for this research project follows below.  
Descriptions of results will be detailed further in the Results and Discussion section. 
As stated above, transcripts were analysed in random batches of three.  As each 
new transcript was analysed, new categories were formed.  Initially, in the broad 
subject area of “antecedents to engagement”, nine categories were identified.  Eight of 
these were identified in the first three interviews.  The remaining one was identified in 
the following batch of three after it became apparent that the category of “in-situ 
feedback” was emerging in each interview, though with different terms to capture its 
effect.  For example, the following quote in the context of a team working well together 
to achieve an organisational outcome, described a situation where you could “read 
others and work off them and run through a gap or you can, without saying it, you can 
put them through a gap because they’ve connected with what you’re thinking and I’ve 
capitalised on that”.  Another comment was from a  university lecturer, “I do need to 
have the feedback and the conversation.  I need to be able to sense how the ideas are 
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going down and I’m constantly moving in slightly different directions depending on 
that feedback.”  These two reflections were initially categorised as 
“interconnectedness”, and “feedback” respectively.  However after studying the 
comments in the context of the broader interviews, it became clear that it was not the 
connectedness that was sought in the first example, but rather the feedback.  In a sense, 
the in-situ feedback was acting as a navigation tool to achieve the objective.   
In this way, back and forth between the reflections and the contextual data, the 
categories of interconnectedness and feedback were collapsed into one category of “in-
situ goals and feedback”.  Following this process, of the 17 initial categories, six were 
collapsed into three, leaving 15 categories in total across the three units of analysis.   
Also in working back and forth with the data, it became apparent that some of 
the emerging categories, previously allocated to the unit of antecedents, were 
misplaced.  As an example, the category “control-ability to shape” (a category 
referring to the ability to shape and influence the outcome of the activity or task) was 
initially placed in the broad unit of characteristics of engagement, with the 
presumption that the sense of control was a description of an engaging event.  
However, in the process of immersion in these data, it became apparent that it was an 
attribute of a situation, where you are exercising that control and influence, which is 
contributing to being engaged.  In other words, the category of “control-ability to 
shape” was in fact an antecedent to an engaging episode rather than a characteristic.  
In addition, it also became clear, that the seven final antecedent categories to an 
episode of engagement at work could be further compartmentalised into two separate 
antecedent categories—psychological and situational.  In other words, while all seven 
categories were identified as antecedents, some (i.e. meaning) were of a personal 
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(psychological) nature.  Others referred to situational characteristics of the task or 
activity in which one was engaged (i.e. a high challenge/high skill activity).   
These re-arrangements of categories reflect the increasing level of understanding 
and meaning that is a function of the iterative qualitative research process.  This 
process of reading for meaning is consistent with researchers using CIT methodology 
(e.g. Butterfield  et al., 2009; Chell, 2004; Gabbott & Hogg, 1996).  For example, it is 
considered that iterative reading enables consistencies and inconsistencies to be 
discovered and emerging themes to develop (Polit & Beck, 2004).  In addition, “the 
event, context and circumstances should be analysed concurrently to promote 
understanding of the meaning of the events or incidents” (Schluter  et al., 2008, p. 
111).  Finally, as Flannigan (1954) himself pointed out, “the induction of categories 
from the basic data in the form of incidents is a task requiring insight, experience, and 
judgment” (p. 19).  
 After interview six, no new categories were identified that were included in the 
final list.  However, each category ultimately represented an inclusion rate of 86% or 
above, which was well above the 75% cut-off point as determined as the criteria for 
this project (see section entitled Rate of participation for further explanation).  This 
process of data organisation continued until all interviews had been analysed.  It was 
at this point that an operational definition for each category was established as well as 
a self-descriptive title. 
Credibility and Dependability. 
As with most studies based on qualitative methodology, the issues of validity 
and reliability are of utmost importance both to the trustworthiness of the research and 
to the generalisability of the findings (Shenton, 2004).  Accordingly, measures were 
taken to ensure the highest possible levels of data integrity.  While the results of Study 
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1 will be fully outlined in the following Results section, a brief summary of the 
measures taken to ensure credibility and dependability of the data are outlined below. 
Two studies (Andersson & Nilsson, 1964; Ronan & Latham, 1974) have been 
specifically undertaken to examine the credibility and dependability of the CIT 
method.  The study by Andersson and Nilsson (1964) was specifically interested in 
some of the core aspects of the CIT method, including saturation and 
comprehensiveness, the centrality of critical incidents to the job categorisation control 
and the reliability of collecting procedures.  In summary, the researchers concluded 
“the information collected by this method is both reliable and valid” (p. 402).  A second 
study Ronan and Latham (1974), examined the three reliability measures of; inter-
judge reliability, intra-observer reliability, and inter-observer reliability.  They also 
examined validity measures, including content validity and confirmed that “the 
reliability and content validity of the CIT was acceptable” (1974, p. 59). 
In the current study, several measures were utilised above and beyond 
Flannigan’s initial conception of the CIT methodology, to ensure validity and 
reliability. These are detailed as follows. 
Inter-rater reliability.  
Once initial categories had been generated for the three broad units of analysis, 
an independent rater was employed to test the credibility of the categories.  Butterfield 
et al. (2005) recommended randomly choosing 25% of the incidents to give to an 
independent rater in order to establish reliability of the categories.  This number has 
evolved on the basis of cost, time and effectiveness considerations.  This method of 
establishing an agreement rate between the researcher and an independent judge is also 
consistent with Flanagan’s CIT data analysis procedures, as well as Andersson and 
Nilsson's (1964) reliability checks. 
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In line with the recommendations as outlined, a 25% sample of the critical 
incidents were identified (270 incidents), and given to an independent rater, along with 
the categories, their definitions and self-descriptive titles.  The independent rater then 
allocated the incidents into the existing 15 categories provided.  Agreement between 
the independent rater and myself was assessed using Cohen’s kappa coefficient 
(Cohen, 1960).  Tinsley and Weiss (2000) recommended the use of Cohen’s kappa as 
measure of inter-rater agreement when the same two judges rated each object, as was 
the case here.  Classification agreement between the independent rater and myself was 
high at 96.7% ( = 0.96, p < .005).  In the case of anomalies, a discussion was held 
between myself and the independent rater, which resulted in the further merging of 
two categories that appeared to overlap.  The original two categories were; empowered 
by organisation–client, and high safety climate.  The final category became “safety / 
empowerment (freedom to engage)” and allocated to the unit of engagement 
antecedents.  Once this anomaly was addressed there was 100% agreement between 
the independent rater and myself. 
Exhaustiveness. 
The notion of exhaustiveness or saturation of these data was also placed under 
scrutiny by regularly reviewing the point at which no further categories emerged in 
which identified incidents could be placed.  In the current study this occurred in the 
sixth interview after which no new categories emerged from the data that were 
included in the overall results (i.e., were identified by sufficient participants to 
represent a generalised response).  Nevertheless, data from the 21 interviews were 
included in the analysis.  While no new categories were identified after interview six, 
the additional interviews provided substantial confirming information, greater depth 
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of understanding and enabled categories to be distinguished between generalisable and 
individually experienced. 
Rate of participation. 
Participation rate of responses is also a method used in CIT to establish the 
validity of the categories that emerge from the data.  Rate of participation is calculated 
by defining the number of participants who cited a specific category and dividing that 
number by the total number of participants.  Borgen and Amundson (1984) considered 
that a participation rate of 25% was sufficient for a category to be considered valid.  In 
this current research I used a cut-off point of 75%.  In other words at least 18 of the 21 
participant's interviewed, nominated or identified the categories that were included in 
the final list.  The recommended figure of 25% is considered valid, but in the context 
of a valid category in and of itself.  In this research, I am specifically looking at 
generalisable categories, likely to be experienced by “most” people in an engagement 
episode at work.  While a statistical indication of “most” is difficult to obtain, 
consultation with a number of statistical experts within the Queensland University of 
Technology (i.e. Cooper, 2013) indicated that 75% was an appropriate indication of 
“most”, as it was three times the indicated 25% cut-off.  This percentage was also 
largely self-defining.  All of the final categories were consistently nominated by almost 
all individuals interviewed.  In contrast, categories that were not consistently 
experienced tended to have a very small rate of participation, that is, were experienced 
by two to three participants at most.  Therefore the decision about whether a category 
should be included as a generalisable category was also determined organically, by the 
nature of the participant responses and natural cut-off points in the data.    
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Content validity. 
In addition to ensuring the reliability of the analyses, it is also necessary to take 
measures to ensure the validity of the content, as provided by participants.  As 
Flanagan (1954, p. 340) suggested, “if full and precise details are given, it can usually 
be assumed that this information is accurate.  Vague reports suggest that the incident 
is not well remembered and that some of the data may be incorrect.”  Several measures 
were taken to ensure that the content as provided by participants was valid.  First, the 
use of significant recent episodes of engagement nominated by the participant 
themselves, were used to ensure better participant recall.  In addition, an interview 
guide was used to ensure that all participants answered the same questions in a similar 
amount of detail.  Further, interviews were audiotaped and transcribed by an 
independent transcriber and critical incidents were subsequently extracted from the 
transcriptions, using the words of the participants themselves. 
Participant verification of content. 
Some studies routinely include a second interview with participants in the study 
design in order to engage in participant crosschecking (Butterfield  et al., 2009).  This 
is to ensure that participants have a chance to confirm that their experiences were 
adequately represented by the interviewer and to ensure that the categories provided 
make sense.  In this process they are also given the opportunity to add or amend 
information as required.  Participant crosschecking was achieved in two ways in this 
current study.  First, I used extensive use of paraphrasing throughout the interviews, 
at regular periods, to summarise the content as a way of checking back with the 
participant that the information being recorded or being understood was consistent 
with the participant's intention.  Second, after the interview had been completed and 
the transcript reviewed, an email, which summarised the content of the interview into 
the three broad categories, was sent to each participant.  This confirmed the 
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antecedents the participant had nominated, descriptions of the episode itself and the 
consequences of being engaged.  In each case, the interviewee was invited to add, 
amend or clarify any of the comments noted.  This contact acted as both as a method 
of checking understanding with participants and clarified any points where there may 
have been misunderstanding.  Three participants chose to add further information, 
which was subsequently added to the analysis.  All other participants were happy with 
the content as summarised.  No participants disagreed with the summary content as 
provided to them. 
 Participant crosschecking is consistent with Maxwell’s (1992) concept of 
interpretive validity which was proposed as a credibility measure to be used in 
qualitative analysis. This method is also in line with additional credibility checks as 
proposed by the enhanced CIT (Butterfield  et al., 2005; Butterfield  et al., 2009).  
Theoretical agreement. 
As a final testament to the validity of these data, Maxwell (1990) introduced the 
concept of theoretical validity.  This refers to the presence or absence of support in the 
relevant scholarly literature, to determine if there is currently existing support for the 
category or theoretical premise.  This is known as theoretical agreement.  In this 
particular study, theoretical agreement exists for each of the categories though within 
the context of differing and divergent theories to that of work engagement.  These will 
be discussed at length in the Discussion section.  
 Ethical Considerations.  
Ethical consideration is paramount to this study because of the inclusion of 
participant values in the study, as well as the role of the researcher as an instrument 
for data collection (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  The close personal interactions involved 
in in-depth interviewing must be acknowledged.  As much as possible, authenticity 
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and ethical considerations have been established by the in-interview processes of 
paraphrasing the participant and following a protocol of open-ended questions and 
interviewee led dynamics.  In addition, the summary of interview proceedings with 
key points that were emailed to participants for verification was done to ensure 
accurate reflection of participant information.  It must also be acknowledged in the 
interpretivist-constructivist paradigm that underpins this research, that the interviewers 
voice is that of an interested participant, rather than a detached observer (Lincoln, 
1991), actively involved in facilitating the reconstruction of episodes.  In this respect, 
I am a registered and previously practising psychologist, with over 20 years extensive 
interviewing experience. 
Participants were fully briefed prior to participating in the study and were 
required to complete an informed consent form and were advised that they could 
withdraw from the study at any time.  Participants were also advised that any 
identifying details would remain confidential.  Ethical clearance was awarded for the 
collection of data on this project (ethics clearance number: 1000001354).  There were 
no variations or ethical concerns throughout its duration. 
Results and Discussion 
In this section, the results of the critical incident analyses will be discussed in 
relation to the three research questions; RQ1 descriptions of engaging episodes, RQ2 
proximal antecedents to engagement, and RQ3 consequences of being engaged.  These 
results will be discussed in relation to current engagement research as well as research 
conducted in other research streams that have significant relevance to the findings of 
this study.  This represents a direct decision to engage in an iterative process of 
continually considering evolving data and relevant theory throughout the analysis 
process, resulting in a continuous movement between data and theory.  While some of 
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the literature covered in this section has been prefaced previously as part of reviewing 
relevant literatures in the engagement area, some of it is entirely new.  As categories 
emerged from the data, it became apparent that some of the findings were not covered 
by the current engagement literature.  In investigating these emerging categories in 
more depth, it became clear that other theoretical constructs, outside the scope of work 
engagement provided relevant insight into these emerging categories and as such have 
been included for the first time in this analysis.  As this research was essentially 
conducted in a quasi-grounded, theory-building context, the final picture is effectively 
a fresh look at the complex construct of episodic task engagement.   
It should also be noted at the outset of these results that there is potentially 
overlap between the various themes and categories as they relate to antecedents, 
episode characteristics, and consequences.  While this research has identified the 
themes, and will identify potential overlaps as they occur, it is outside the scope of this 
project to determine the nature and scope of overlaps that may emerge. 
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The overall results from this study are represented in the following episodic 
engagement model (see Figure 6).   
 
 
The model presented, represents the key results of this study, and a key 
contribution of this research.  It illustrates the process of an episode of engagement at 
work.  First it outlines the proximal psychological and situational antecedents that 
influence a within-person episode of task engagement at work.  It describes the 
characteristics of an episode of task engagement and finally, it shows the proximal 
influences of the episode for the individual.  The model has been provided at the outset 
as a framing device, in order to situate the results in an overall context, essentially to 
aid clarity. 
Figure 6.  Task Engagement Model 
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Overall, the results supported the main tenants of Kahn’s research, extended it 
in others, encompassed elements of other close theories and in some cases completely 
diverged into other well-established research streams.  The first section will deal with 
episodes of engagement and how they may be commonly characterised.  Following 
that, antecedents and consequences will each be discussed.  Excerpts from the model 
will be provided at each section in order to provide an interpretive framework. 
Episodes of Task Engagement.  
RQ 1: What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement at work? 
The first research question to be considered concerned the nature of an episode 
of engagement.  This category was specifically concerned with the conceptualisation 
by participants of an episode of task engagement.  In other words, what is it that 
distinguishes an episode of engagement from any other period of work?  How can it 
be specifically identified as an episode of task engagement?   
Overall, the results from this study provide support for the conceptualisation of 
task engagement as an episodic construct.  The results showed that task engagement 
was characterised by four elements: intense absorption (being drawn deeply into a task 
or activity with difficulty detaching); lack of objective self-awareness (where a 
conscious sense of self disappears); high cognitive energy and alertness (characterised 
by masterful, effortless activity); and a distortion of time. The resulting characteristics 
of an engagement episode were identified by at least 90% of all participants in the 
interviews.  A diagram of the overall results is shown in Figure 7 (below), along with 
the key contributing theories, which will be discussed along with the results. 
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Figure 7.  Episode of task engagement. 
 
 
The characteristics as identified through this research, shared some of the 
descriptors as provided by existing research (despite their being directed towards a 
pervasive attitudinal construct).  Descriptors such as absorption and high energy 
feature frequently in the trait definitions of engagement (Schaufeli  et al., 2002).  
However, the other two characteristics derived from this research, that is, lack of self-
consciousness and the distortion of time, are replications of characteristics identified 
in the theory of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  Some of the elements are also found 
in other organisational behaviour theories, most notably the job characteristics model 
by Hackman and Oldham (1980), which has also been associated with Kahn’s (1990) 
original conceptualisation of engagement as temporary performances.   
A summary of engagement characteristics is shown below in Table 1.  The table 
shows the identified characteristics of an episode of task engagement, a description of 
the category and the number of participants that identified each characteristic.  As can 
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be seen, at least 19 of 21 participants identified each of the following categories as 
being characteristic of an engaging episode. 
Table 1  
Characteristics of engagement episodes 
 
Categories n Description of category 
 
Episodic – Time 
restricted 
21  Small intense, time-framed “episodes” as opposed to a 
general attitude. 
Absorption 
 
21 
 
 Being drawn deeply into a task or activity and where 
one has difficulties with detaching oneself.   
Lack of objective 
self-awareness 
21  Involves a loss of awareness of the self. A state in which 
the self merges completely with the task or activity so 
that a sense of self as separate from the activity no 
longer exists. 
High cognitive 
alertness and energy 
19  Working at full cognitive capacity and efficiency. An 
intensely stimulated state of cognitive energy and 
alertness. 
 
 
 
In the following section, the general concept of episodic engagement as well as 
each of the identified characteristics of an episode of engagement is discussed.  This 
will be considered in conjunction with current engagement research, as well as other 
research and theories that have particular relevance to the category. 
Episodic.  
This research indicated strong identification from participants with the notion of 
task engagement.  In each task engagement episode analysed, engagement was 
described as lasting on average from one to two hours in duration.  In most cases the 
termination of the engaging episode was dictated by external events, for example, the 
pre-organised ending of a meeting.  However, it was generally observed by 
participants, that an episode of engagement, even if given free rein, did not last more 
than a few hours.  While some participants identified the notion of longer term 
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particularly engaging projects, which pulled them into engaging episodes on a more 
regular basis than at other working times,  the day was still comprised of smaller 
discrete episodes of engagement that were related to a specific task or activity of the 
larger project, rather than one long enduring state of engagement.  All 21 participants 
strongly identified with the notion of episodic task engagement, both in the personal 
task engagement episode investigated and in their work experience generally, as shown 
in the following quote.   
Those sessions of engagement are really important to me.  That’s what it’s all 
about really and it makes everything worthwhile.  I don’t know that I could do 
a job where I didn’t get those moments on a regular basis.  (Participant – 
Communications consultant) 
As indicated earlier in the literature review, the notion of within-person 
fluctuations of performance during a given day is an emerging area of research.  A 
recent edited book entitled, A Day in the Life of a Happy Worker (Bakker & Daniels, 
2013b), brings together a number of researchers and recent research advancements in 
the study of daily work experiences and daily well-being.  As the authors point out, 
interest in the area of daily fluctuations is rapidly increasing.  This is partly due to the 
fact that researchers are increasingly establishing that psychological processes can be 
identified in small momentary events within a day, and that our cognitions around 
those events can profoundly influence our more general well-being and work 
performance (Bakker & Daniels, 2013a).   
Intuitively, most of us can relate to discrete situations that happen within a day’s 
work and understand that how we think about those situations can influence our mood, 
perceptions and general attitudes.  Participants in this research unanimously identified 
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engaging episodes as significantly influencing a host of short term emotions, 
cognitions and behaviours as can be seen in the following quote.  
Having that engagement [episode] really changes my whole day.  It brightens 
everything and gives me a major energy buzz. I just wish it came in tablet 
form.  (Participant – Public servant managing a restructure in her work unit). 
 This is consistent with recent research centring on the concept of daily, within-
person fluctuations.  For example, increasingly, studies are emerging that provide 
evidence for daily fluctuations in attitudinal states such as job satisfaction and work 
engagement which shows that these fluctuations can be used to predict important 
employee and organisational outcomes (Bakker & Daniels, 2013a; Xanthopoulou  et 
al., 2009a, 2009b).   
State work engagement has recently emerged from the broader engagement 
literature.  It is characterised as “a transient state of mind that exists in a given moment 
and fluctuates within the same individual over short periods of time” (Sonnentag 
2010), and several studies have now supported this conceptualisation.  A study by 
Bakker and Bal (2010), showed that 47% of the total variance in engagement could be 
attributed to within-person fluctuations.  Similarly, diary studies conducted by other 
authors have shown within-person variation in engagement by individuals across 
various occupations (Tims, Bakker, & Xanthopoulou, 2011; Xanthopoulou  et al., 
2008; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009b).  The evidence as presented in the reviewed 
research and confirmed in the current research indicates that engagement can clearly 
be seen as an episodic event.   
More specifically, this research identified four factors that described the episode 
itself and will be discussed in the following section.  Two of these factors arguably 
correspond with two of the three commonly described characteristics of engagement: 
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high cognitive energy (vigour), and absorption, though with some subtle notable 
differences, as will also be discussed.  Two additional characteristics were identified: 
distortion of time and the loss of self-awareness.  All of these four characteristics are 
also features of flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  The similarities between the 
findings of this research and flow theory will also be attended to in the ensuing 
discussion of results. 
Absorption.  
For the purposes of this research, absorption is defined as being intensely 
stimulated by and drawn deeply into one’s work to the point at which detachment from 
the task or activity becomes difficult.  Of all the categories associated with describing 
engagement episodes, absorption is probably the least contestable.  It is the central 
tenant of all definitions of engagement.  It describes a state of intense focus and lack 
of distractibility.  Participants in this research described absorption as a type of tunnel 
vision or hyper-focus, in which surrounding stimuli (i.e. sounds, sights, and 
movements) were filtered out and not perceived.  It was described as something that 
occurred unconsciously, rather than something they could consciously achieve if 
desired.  The state of absorption also precluded distracting thoughts.  All mental 
activity was directed towards the task or activity, there was no alternative thoughts 
recognised while in this state.  This is illustrated in the following two quotes.   
I can feel myself zoning in.  People tell me that they talk to me and I don’t 
hear them.  I am not aware of anything at all except what I’m working on.  I 
don’t have that annoying other voice in my head that’s always reminding me 
of all the things that I have to do… Sometimes I actually feel a wrench when 
it ends sometimes, like I’ve been in a trance.  (Participant – Senior Manager 
Public Service) 
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You can’t predict when it might happen but it comes in a rush and swallows 
you up whole.  It totally takes over.  I am in there walking through every room 
in the house… It’s an explosion of ideas, notes everywhere, its total immersion 
– nothing else exists.  (Participant - an architect on designing a house) 
As indicated by Schaufelli and colleagues, “absorption, is characterized by being 
fully concentrated and deeply engrossed in one’s work whereby time passes quickly 
and one has difficulties with detaching oneself from work” (Schaufeli  et al., 2006, p. 
702).  In this research, all 21 participants described absorption as a fundamental aspect 
of an engaging episode.  However, while absorption is a commonly accepted 
characteristic of engagement it also strongly overlaps with the theory of flow 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  One of the key elements of flow refers to “concentration on 
the task at hand” which describes a state where “attention and energies are exquisitely 
focused on the task and there is an absence of distraction” (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009, 
p. 596).  Bakker (2005) applied the notion of flow at work, in which he described flow 
as “a short-term peak experience at work that is characterized by absorption, work 
enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation” (p. 2).  He further defined absorption as “a 
state of total concentration, whereby employees are totally immersed in their work, 
time flies, and they forget everything else around them” (p. 2).  These latter definitions 
of absorption in flow are entirely consistent with the description of absorption by 
participants in this current study in relation to episodic engagement.   
Loss of objective self-awareness.  
The second characteristic, loss of self-awareness, is not intended to infer that a 
person is unaware of what might be happening in one's mind or body.  It instead 
suggests that focus or attention is fully directed towards the activity in question, to the 
point that there is no room left for self-monitoring or awareness of anything beyond 
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the task or activity.  Twenty of the 21 participants each described in some way, the 
disappearance of self-consciousness.  In each case they broadly described an episode 
in which their attention was completely directed away from themselves and towards 
the task or activity such that they were able to forget about the role of self in that event.  
As the following quote from a participant indicates: 
I’m so focused that I can’t feel the lights on me or the audience looking at me 
or whether I’m hot or cold or whatever.  It’s like I forget about myself. I forget 
everything except the material I’m delivering, the words, the story I’m 
weaving and the interplay and interactions between the audience and myself. 
(Participant - Academic delivering a presentation) 
Participants defined this lack of self-awareness, as an absence of self-monitoring 
or concern for how they appeared to others at that time.  They described situations 
where external events past and present, were no longer accessible and that personal 
issues, insecurities or concerns were likewise given no attention.  The effect of this 
“loss of self-consciousness” represented the ability to let go of ego-imposed controls, 
and internal dialog along the lines of “don’t say that, you might look stupid”, or “you’d 
better check before you say that in case it offends someone.”  In other words, it 
described the loss of second-guessing, self-checking or ego-control.  It described a 
situation in which a sense of self as separate from the activity ceased to exist.   
As can be seen in the above quote, loss of self-consciousness does not mean lack 
of self-awareness as it relates to the task or activity.  The participant in this situation 
was acutely aware of the interplay of words both his own and the audiences, the non-
verbal reactions of the audience as well as his own skills both verbal and physical to 
adjust the interactions.   
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Duval and Wicklund (1972) in their objective self-awareness theory, distinguish 
between subjective and objective self-awareness that explains this distinction.  
Objective self-awareness describes a situation where our attention is focused internally 
upon our thoughts and feelings—in which we are acutely aware of how we are 
measuring up against an external standard (how we are being judged).  Subjective self-
awareness on the other hand, describes attention which is centred on the activity, task 
or episode with which we are involved.  In a state of subjective self-awareness, the 
person “experiences himself as the source of perception and action” (Duval & 
Wicklund, 1972, p. 3).   
The notion of lessened self-consciousness, while absent in the literature on 
engagement, is however, strongly represented in the literature on flow.  According to 
Csikszentmihalyi (1990), the antithesis to loss of self-consciousness—preoccupation 
with the self, occurs regularly in everyday life because of an inherent sense of threat.  
In an environment that is unknown or potentially threatening, self-awareness is a 
useful monitoring device to assess the seriousness of threats and to protect our own 
vulnerability.  In contrast, in a state of flow there is little room for self-scrutiny, and it 
is not conducive to fear.  A flow situation by definition involves an activity in which 
the participant has a high level of skills and capability and self-efficacy.  Challenge, 
rather than threat, comes from the complexity of the task or activity and is within the 
capability of the participant to achieve.  Thus the individual is freed from the need for 
self-protection and is able to fully immerse his or herself without threat, into the 
activity. 
It should be noted that there is no doubt some degree of overlap between the 
notions of absorption and lack of objective self-awareness.  There is limited literature 
to explore this potential overlap, and other theories (i.e. flow) note the existence of 
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both.  Potentially, the lack of objective self-awareness could be seen as a subset of 
absorption, which may act as a higher order concept.  This potential overlap will not 
be addressed in this current research, but is noted for the purposes of future research. 
High cognitive alertness and energy. 
Nineteen of the 21 participants identified high cognitive energy and alertness as 
a component of an episode of engagement.  Participants used a variety of terms to 
describe this aspect of engagement, including: “my mind was on fire”, “like a well-
oiled machine”, “agile”, “a mental athlete”, and “mentally strong”.  Essentially, an 
engaging episode is characterised by a state of high cognitive alertness and energy.  
When I am in that state I get really mentally excited.  I am filled with this 
urgency.  I can’t type the words fast enough and I get frustrated that I might 
lose all these great thoughts or they might disappear before I get them down.  
My head and fingers are going like the ‘clappers’ and it is so exhilarating.  
(Participant – journalist on writing copy) 
Task engagement is a temporary state in which participants felt intensely 
cognitively alert and energised.  While it is also likely an aspect of absorption, it is 
different in that it manifests as a cognitive alertness and energy.  Rather than describing 
a deep and intense concentration, this instead describes a sense of energy and alertness 
and the capacity to “parry” with the task or activity.  So where absorption might 
describe the absence of distraction and the overall state of being focussed, cognitive 
alertness describes the quality of the absorption, as can be seen in the following quote: 
My brain felt as though it was on fire, like all the connections were happening 
really swiftly and cleanly, and I had, had access to everything stored in there.  
It was great, I really felt on my game.  (Participant – Major project negotiator)   
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In the broader engagement literature, vigour as defined by Schaufeli and 
colleagues (2002, p. 75) refers to “high levels of energy and mental resilience while 
working, the willingness to invest effort in one's work and persistence even in the face 
of difficulties”. Vigour then, in this sense, includes motivational elements such as the 
willingness to invest effort as well as the aspect of resilience.  In the current research, 
resilience was not identified as part of the vigour category, possibly because 
engagement was perceived as episodic rather than enduring, where one might more 
reasonably expect resilience to form a part.  In addition, resilience, which generally 
describes an individual's ability to cope with stress and adversity, is not readily 
applicable to the episodes of task engagement as described by the participants.  
Specifically, episodes described, while challenging and complex, were not 
characterised by adversity and were not personally negative.  Finally, the motivation 
aspects revealed within this research project are more akin to intrinsic motivation 
where the question of willingness or otherwise to invest effort was described as 
intrinsic and free-flowing – emerging out of the situation, rather than as a conscious 
“willingness to invest effort” (Schaufeli  et al., 2002, p. 75).  Finally, vigour in the 
broader engagement research is conceptualised as all encompassing.  Indeed in the 
Utrecht work engagement scale, this dimension is measured with questions such as “at 
my work, I feel bursting with energy” (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003, p. 5; Schaufeli  et 
al., 2006).  In contrast, this research specifically identified cognitive alertness and 
energy, rather than an all-embracing sense of energy.  This somewhat narrow scoping 
of energy is likely to do with the type of participants in the sample.  The sample was 
comprised of white collar professionals whose roles and tasks are predominantly 
cognitive rather than physical and thus resulting energy was likely to be of a cognitive 
nature. 
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Distortion of time. 
The final characteristic of an episode of engagement is the distortion of time, as 
identified by all 21 participants in this research.  In most cases, participants described 
a sense of surprise at how much time had passed when one emerged from the episode.  
In one case however, time seemed to slow down, perceptions were highlighted and 
very minor details were much more apparent.  In that case, time was equally distorted 
but felt slower rather than faster.  Overall, time (in the context of task engagement) 
was distorted, and appeared to be dictated by the rhythms and pace of the activity in 
question, rather than by external measures of time.  The following quote is from a 
senior manager in the public sector, co-ordinating a service wide approach with a 
number of agencies, and illustrates this finding. 
It was only supposed to go for an hour but it was one of those times when it 
felt like only five minutes had passed.  We did go over by half an hour until 
we pulled it up and we were all really surprised by the time.  We didn’t want 
to disengage but some of us had other appointments.  (Participant – Senior 
Manager, Public Service) 
 
Distortion of time is a concept that has been well represented in the flow 
literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  It is described as “a 
distortion of temporal experience” (typically a sense that time has passed faster than 
normal) (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 196). In flow theory, the loss of time 
is linked with complete absorption in the task or activity.  In a state of flow, participants 
lose track of all other things, including time, simply because their full attentional 
capacity is directed at the task or activity and there is no more attention to be allocated 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1988). Particularly in relation to sporting pursuits and flow, 
numerous accounts of time distortion have been recorded.  For example, the following 
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quote from American football quarterback star John Brodie, discussing occasions 
during a game. 
Time seems to slow down, in an uncanny way, as if everyone were moving in 
slow motion.  It seems as if I had all the time in the world to watch the 
receivers run their patterns, and yet I know the defensive line is coming at me 
just as fast as ever….the whole thing seems like a movie or a dance in slow 
motion (White & Murphy, 2011, p. 42). 
Researchers have shown that while the perception of time is intimately 
connected to our emotional life, an understanding of how and why this happens is not 
yet well understood (Droit-Volet & Meck, 2007).  Recent studies using internal clock 
models have provided evidence to indicate that when emotional or temporal events 
capture attention, processing resources are subsequently diverted away from an 
internal timer.  This causes the subjective experience of time to appear shorter than it 
really is (Allman, Teki, Griffiths, & Meck, 2014; Buhusi & Meck, 2006; Gil & Droit-
Volet, 2009).  For the purposes of this research, it is clear that timing is distorted when 
a participant is experiencing an episode of engagement at work.  This research suggests 
that during an episode of engagement, attention is fully captured and therefore, 
processing resources are directed away from the internal timer and to the episode 
itself—hence the inaccurate perception of time.  Once again, this has overlap with the 
general notion of absorption as identified above. 
Summary of task engagement episode characteristics 
Research Question 1 asked: “What comprises an episode of engagement at 
work?  
In summary, in this research, participants identified discrete episodes of 
engagement that were linked with a specific task or activity.  They identified that these 
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episodes generally lasted between one to two hours.  Most participants also identified 
that the cessation of the episodes was mostly dictated by external demands (i.e. the 
scheduled end of an activity).   
Episodes of engagement were found to have four key characteristics.  First, an 
engaging episode is characterised by a high level of absorption.  Second, awareness of 
oneself as separate to the activity ceases to exist.  Third, an episode of task engagement 
is characterised by high cognitive energy and efficiency.  Finally, attention is so 
captured by the situation that time ceases to exist and is perceived as distorted in 
retrospect.   
Overall, the results have supported Kahn’s (1990) research showing the 
existence of episodic engagement directed towards a task or activity.  However the 
research has also extended Kahn’s findings by the scoping of the experience itself and 
by defining the characteristics of task engagement.  The results also have considerable 
similarity to the characteristics identified as an episode of flow (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009). 
The following section examines the antecedents for an engaging episode at work.  
This represents an exploration of the common conditions that must be in place in order 
for an episode of engagement to occur. 
Antecedents to Task Engagement. 
RQ2: What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work? 
In response to research question two, this research identified two broad 
antecedent categories that must be in place for an engagement episode to occur.  These 
refer to psychological antecedents and situational antecedents, thus person and context.  
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Psychological antecedents refer to the proximal psychological perceptions that 
enable an individual to enter an episode of engagement.  These antecedents largely 
replicate Kahn’s (1990) psychological antecedents to engagement.  However, this 
research also revealed situational (contextual) proximal conditions that must also be 
met.  These involved characteristics of the task or activity with which one is involved.  
This research found that it is in the interaction of the psychological and situational 
characteristics that task engagement may emerge.  In this respect, while Kahn’s 
research revealed only psychological antecedents, Kahn did propose that self and the 
role one plays, exists in some “dynamic, negotiable relation in which a person both 
drives personal energies into role behaviours (self-employment) and displays the self 
within the role (self-expression)” (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).  In other words, when one is 
fully engaged, both the preferred self and the role that one is playing, are fully 
functional and intertwined—are indistinguishable from one another.   
The data obtained from this study would suggest that both psychological factors 
and the situational factors must both be fully enabled for an episode of task 
engagement to occur.  One may experience all of the requisite psychological 
conditions, but if the task is not inherently engaging, then task engagement will not 
occur.  Conversely, the task may have all of the requisite components to facilitate an 
episode of engagement, but if the individual does not possess the appropriate 
psychological prerequisites, then task engagement is also not possible.  The data also 
suggests that task engagement is perceived by most people as an absolute position, that 
is, either engaged or not and that each episode is comprised of all of the identified 
characteristics, both psychological and situational.   
The relationship between psychological and situational antecedents is illustrated 
in the antecedent excerpt from the engagement model (see Figure 8 over page), which 
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shows task engagement as emerging from the interaction of situational contexts and 
psychological cognitions.  This notion has literary precedence in the theory of flow, 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) where it is described as an “emergent motivation construct” 
in which the flow experience is shaped by both the individual and the environment 
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 196). 
 
 
Psychological antecedents. 
Psychological antecedents to engagement refer to the psychological conditions 
that must be in place for an engaging episode to occur.  Kahn (1990) identified three 
psychological antecedents for engagement, specifically; meaning, safety and 
availability (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).  Kahn further posited that employees seem to 
subconsciously ask themselves three questions in each task situation which influenced 
them to engage or disengage depending on the answers.  These three questions were: 
(1) how meaningful is it for me to bring myself into this performance?; (2) How safe 
Figure 8.  Antecedents to task engagement 
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is it to do so? And (3) how available am I to do so?  (Kahn, 1990, p. 700).  According 
to Kahn, people vary their personal engagements (and disengagements) according to 
their perceptions of those three questions which then determine whether or not they 
have the resources or availability to perform the task or activity.  
In this research, the antecedents to engagement replicated Kahn’s (1990) 
findings, though with an additional psychological antecedent, high self-efficacy.  An 
antecedent was considered sufficiently generalisable and therefore included, if at least 
75% of participants identified it in the interviews.  In this category, at least 80% of 
participants consistently identified the four antecedents.  Please refer to Table 2 for a 
summary of findings. 
Table 2   
Antecedents to Engagement 
 
Categories No. of Participants (of 21) Description of category 
High meaning/importance 21  High importance, interest or meaning attached to 
the activity.  Event is important in terms of value to 
individual.  It matters intrinsically that it is 
performed well. 
High competence and self-efficacy 21  High skills and sufficient confidence in one’s own 
ability, that one can let go of conscious monitoring, 
and be in the event knowing that one can deal with 
any variables/obstacles may that arise. 
Safety/empowerment (freedom to 
engage) 
18  When client/org has faith in your skills and gives 
you free reign to perform. When skills and 
capabilities are acknowledged.  There is an equal 
and respectful partnership.     
Availability (time and resources) 17  Time to plan properly and have all information prior 
to event, thus a sense of being mentally prepared. 
 
High importance or meaning. 
High importance or meaning and a sense of value about the activity or task, was 
identified by all participants in this research.  All participants indicated that 
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engagement episodes could only occur if the task itself was important in some way.  
This importance was assessed by participants in a number of ways.  It could be 
personally important: in the sense that it is important to perform well 
(conscientiousness or ego defensive); it could be value based (a task associated with a 
strong value e.g., helping a disabled child attain mobility); or it could be identity based 
(i.e. important to one’s self concept).  In respect of the latter, participants described the 
task as one in which their identity was invested—they were all situations that were 
strongly consistent with one’s self perception and self-identity.  This sense of self-
identity contributed to the perception of meaningfulness of the task and was necessary 
in order to fully invest oneself into the role.  This resonates with Kahn’s (1990) 
engagement being an expression of “a person's ‘preferred self’ in task behaviors” (p. 
700).   
In all respects, the situations described were intrinsically motivating in which 
the activity was rewarding in and of itself, rather than for some external reward.  This 
is consistent with flow theory in which a flow event is considered autotelic (self-
motivating) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  The concept of meaningfulness is 
demonstrated in the following quotes.  In the first example below, a participant is 
discussing a teaching situation in which she is trying to get her students to understand 
an important ethical concept.  In the second example, the participant is discussing 
issues of importance related to his field of expertise and thus identity as a practitioner. 
We’re actually talking about something that’s really interesting, it’s 
meaningful, it’s going to have an effect on others at some stage and it makes 
you think… which is really important for me.  (Participant - Academic) 
There were significant issues being raised, it wasn’t ‘piddly’ issues, they were 
big strategic issues of huge importance to us as a group and how best to 
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confront them.  (Participant - Senior Manager in the public sector, co-
ordinating a service wide approach with a number of agencies). 
The condition of high importance/high meaning also corresponds with the 
construct of job involvement which refers to the extent to which a person identifies 
psychologically with their job (Brown, 1996).  Since the construct was introduced by 
Lodahl and Kejner in 1965, many empirical studies relating to various personal and 
organisational characteristics in a wide range of work settings have been conducted.  
From an individual perspective, job involvement has been strongly associated with 
personal growth, motivation, goal directed behaviour and satisfaction within the 
workplace (Kahn, 1990).  From an organisational perspective it has been shown to be 
a key precursor to motivating employees and gaining competitive advantage (Brown, 
1996).  In their original conceptualisation of job involvement, Lodahl and Kejner 
(1965) included two dimensions into their conceptualisation of job involvement.  The 
first refers to the extent to which job performance affects a person's self-esteem.  And 
the second (and of relevance to this category) concerns the extent to which a person 
identifies psychologically with the nature of the work or of how important the nature 
of the work is to their own self-image.  Essentially, people become more involved in 
a particular activity, role or task they are fulfilling when they perceive its potential for 
satisfying fundamental psychological needs (Kanungo, 1982). In other words, people 
who have high job involvement perceive their tasks as being more aligned with their 
self-identity, and therefore perceive it as being more meaningful.  
The following participant example refers to an occupational therapist working 
with a disabled child (where the child’s improvement is of paramount importance to 
the therapist both in terms of personal values and professional competence): 
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 There’s no question that my values around helping people is central to my 
engagement because what you do is obviously important—you know you’re 
changing a kid’s life if you can get them to use a certain skill, draw them out 
a little bit—you are making their lives better.  (Participant – Occupational 
therapist) 
Kahn (1990) identified meaningfulness as “a sense of return on investments of 
the self in role performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 705).  He identified a number of 
influences on meaningfulness including; task composition, the way that role fitted with 
self-identity, and interpersonal work interactions.  In particular, he drew upon the work 
of Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) job characteristics model and showed that 
meaningful jobs allowed for autonomy and a consequent sense of ownership over the 
task outcomes.  Kahn also drew upon the work of Goffman (1961) and Hochschild 
(1983) to describe the nature of role characteristics and how they contributed to a sense 
of meaning.  Specifically his research showed that the organisational role or identities 
that people were expected to assume in the task (and how much they related to them), 
strongly factored into a sense of meaning.  In other words, the closer the fit between 
the roles organisations expect people to assume and their own self-identity, the higher 
the sense of meaning experienced from those tasks.  In the job characteristics model 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1980), task identity is also associated with perceived meaning 
in work.  This closely reflects both the theory of job involvement as discussed above, 
as well as the results from this research. 
High competence and self-efficacy. 
Another precondition to being episodically engaged is that of high self-efficacy.  
In this research, all participants identified an episode in which a high level of their 
particular technical skill or knowledge base was required to execute the activity, and 
further, that participants experienced a strong sense of self-efficacy in relation to those 
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job skills and experience necessary to perform the task.  This sense of self-efficacy 
was described by one interviewee as “confident competence” or as a situation in which 
a participant has sufficient confidence in their own ability, that they are able to let go 
of conscious monitoring of their own skills and be fully “in” the episode, focussed on 
the dynamics of that episode, knowing that they can competently deal with any 
variables or obstacles that may arise.  When participants generally felt that they were 
less experienced, less skilled, or in situations demanding skill levels of them that they 
did not possess, their self-efficacy would be compromised and they would not be able 
to engage.  The following quote is from a consultant working on a challenging project 
in which the task kept being altered by the client: 
I’m confident enough in my own ability and knowledge.  And I’ve been 
around long enough and I think I'm bright enough to be able to change quickly 
if I need to in the moment, so I’m not afraid to just ride the wave and tackle 
those difficult situations.  (Participant - Management Consultant) 
The essential premise of self-efficacy theory is that peoples’ beliefs in their 
capabilities to produce desired effects by their own actions are the most significant 
determinants of the behaviours they engage in.  Furthermore, how persistently they do 
so in the face of challenges is also an element of self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977).  Self-
efficacy theory also maintains that those self-efficacy beliefs are also instrumental in 
psychological adjustment, health and behavioural change strategies (Maddux, 2009).  
The theory first emerged from Bandura (1977), though had its roots in many prior 
motivation and social learning theories (e.g. Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale, 1978; 
Rotter, 1966).  Self-efficacy is different from self-esteem, in that it consists of beliefs 
about what one is capable of doing, rather than how he or she believes or feels about 
themselves (Maddux, 2009). 
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Each of the participants in the research described situations in which they felt 
confident that they would be able to perform well and therefore viewed the situation 
or episode as something that could be mastered rather than something to be avoided.  
The following passage is from a tutor reflecting on an engaging episode with students, 
and suggests the importance of high self-efficacy in relation to their skills: 
When you’re not confident in your competence and you’re hoping they don’t 
ask a question on something you can’t answer, then you can’t relax enough to 
get engagement.  You have to have to have unconscious competence.  You 
have to have reached a high level of skills and be confident in them for you to 
relax enough to forget about the skills and get into the situation itself.  
(Participant- Tutor) 
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) paradox of control is also relevant here, where one 
feels a sense of control without actively trying to be in control.  More precisely, it 
might be said that because one is confidently in control one ceases to worry about 
losing control. 
Psychological safety (freedom to engage). 
A further antecedent to an engagement episode was identified as psychological 
safety.  Consistent with Kahn’s (1990) psychological antecedents to engagement all of 
the 21 participants strongly identified with this characteristic.  For this research, 
psychological safety is defined as “feeling able to show and employ one’s self without 
fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career” (Kahn, 1990, p. 708).  
Safety therefore, refers to a sense of trusting the working environment and feeling safe 
to fully express oneself.  In other words the participant was free to be an authentic 
version of him or herself.  A business executive illustrates this point when reflecting 
on an engaging negotiation that he had facilitated: 
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I had this great boss.  Even though I was slightly out of my depth on occasion, 
he always backed me up.  I knew that even if I stumbled a bit that he would 
defend me and to help me resolve the problem if anything went wrong.  It was 
incredibly liberating, it allows me to go into the situation and give it my all 
without worry.  And as it turned out, it went really well. (Participant -business 
executive) 
With respect to the organisational environment, participants identified the 
importance of an organisation or relationship that was not risk adverse, had faith in 
you and would defend any mistakes that you made in the execution of your job.  They 
described a working environment that welcomes discussion and where one is free to 
admit concerns, insecurities or requests for assistance and/or clarification.  They 
further described an environment where one feels sufficiently protected and where one 
is not continually engaging in self-monitoring or self-controlling behaviour in order to 
protect him or herself from potential retribution.  Further, it refers to a situation in 
which the client or the organisation has faith in your skills and provides you with free 
reign to perform.  When your skills and capabilities are acknowledged by the 
organisation or the client and where there is a respectful partnership.   
There are many studies that underscore the importance of supervisory relations, 
empowerment and trust at work in job performance.  For example Deci and Ryan 
(1987), showed that supervisors who create a culture of support for employees in their 
work environment, create employees with “intrinsic motivation, greater interest, less 
pressure and tension, more creativity, more cognitive flexibility, better conceptual 
learning, a more positive emotional tone, higher self-esteem, more trust, greater 
persistence of behavior change, and better physical and psychological health” (p. 
1024).  These supervisors tend to demonstrate concern for employees needs and 
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feelings, encourage employees to voice any concerns and provide positive feedback—
they encourage the development of new skills and actively try to clear obstacles and 
other work-related problems so that employees can flourish (Deci & Ryan, 2004; Deci 
& Ryan, 2008).  
Furthermore, research conducted into trust in organisations has shown that 
supervisor and colleague behaviours, as well as behavioural norms at work that are 
trustworthy and supportive, are likely to produce feelings of safety at work.  This in 
turn produces a willingness for people to invest themselves at work (May  et al., 2004).   
As far as it pertains to this research, all participants felt that it was imperative to 
feel a sense of safety at work in order to engage.  Most participants could relate to 
other situations at work that they could use in comparison, in which they did not feel 
safe and felt it directly inhibited their ability to engage in tasks at work.  The following 
quote is a reflection from a participant on her current circumstances which have 
recently changed, from a previous job in which she experienced many engaging 
episodes at work:   
I recently changed jobs and we’ve had massive team problems which I’ve 
never ever had anywhere I’ve worked before and that’s massively impacted 
on my ability to engage.  Now you’re always watching your back, you don’t 
know who to trust whereas normally you have incredible trust in everyone.  
It’s just the nature of the job, you have to, everybody has got to have each 
other’s back.  (Participant - Occupational Therapist) 
Availability/resources (time to plan).  
The final psychological antecedent to being engaged was summarised as 
availability/resources, and was identified by 17 of the 21 participants as essential to 
being able to engage.  This refers to a situation in which a participant is able to fully 
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prepare mentally for an event—where the organisation has allocated sufficient time 
and resources to enable the participant to be fully apprised of all relevant facts, and to 
fully process all relevant information prior to being engaged in that event.  In effect, 
planning time strongly involves an organisational decision to enable people to have 
adequate time and access to information, sufficiently free of distraction to prepare for 
work based tasks or events.  The following quote from a lawyer reflecting on a 
challenging meeting with staff in the context of managing significant organisational 
change within her unit, reflects this antecedent.   
I need to be across something before I can engage, you know, feel confident 
that I know all the information and armed with all the facts.  If it’s a rush job 
it really affects my confidence and that makes it hard to engage.  (Participant 
- Lawyer) 
This research indicated that availability was important in several ways.  First, 
availability was shown to be time related.  This meant being provided adequate time 
to prepare for work-related tasks and being provided with all of the relevant 
information prior to engaging in a task, so that there was a sense of “not flying by the 
seat of my pants” [quote from participant] or being forced to attend “endless, time-
wasting meetings” [quote from participant] resulting in inadequate preparation time 
for tasks that were important.  Time was also associated with the acquiring of a sense 
of mastery of the subject enabling somebody to enter a task related activity with full 
self-confidence that they were across the detail and sufficiently prepared.   
Access to information was another identified element of availability, meaning 
access to resources and all relevant information in order to do one’s job.  This referred 
to not only the factual information, but also contextual, or historically relevant 
information, important to understanding the full complexity of the task.  This is 
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illustrated in the following quote from a participant in the public sector who entered a 
project part way through significant organisational change.  He is referring to a strategy 
meeting in which he was highly engaged.  
In my current job, it’s very open – so people trust you with information, you 
know the politics, the organisational agenda etc. so you go into situations with 
full information and not blind to what’s really going on – for instance if we’ve 
had previous difficulties with someone over some other issue.  I’ve discovered 
that this made a big difference to my ability to engage.  I felt fully armed, and 
like one of the insiders and I wasn’t stumbling around in the dark wandering 
what’s going on.  (Participant – Account Manager, Public Service) 
 
The above quote reflects Kahn’s (1990) notion of security, as an aspect of 
availability or, how secure people feel about their task or role.  As Kahn reflected, 
“insecurity distracted members from bringing their selves into their work; it generated anxiety 
that occupied energies that would have otherwise been translated into personal engagements” 
(p.715).  Kahn defined psychological availability as an individual’s belief that he or she 
has the “physical and emotional or cognitive resources to personally engage at a 
particular moment” (Kahn, 1990, p. 714).  It measures how ready people are to engage 
given the inevitable distractions of life and work.  Kahn referred to elements such as 
physicality (being physically exhausted) emotional energy and insecurity as well as 
outside work commitments that may otherwise occupy cognitive energy.   
However, availability in this research took the form of work-related availability 
and was expressed primarily in two ways; in terms of time to plan and prepare mentally 
for the event; and as having access to all the information required prior to the event.  
In other words, so long as people had access to full information and had time to think 
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and plan in readiness for the event, then task engagement could occur.  When queried 
about availability being compromised because of external influences, most 
participants conceded that theoretically those external commitments should have an 
impact on availability to engage.  However participants indicated that they were mostly 
able to compartmentalise while at work and if all other conditions were present, were 
not unduly affected by external events.  In addition, physical availability did not factor 
as a hindrance to engagement.  This is possibly a consequence of the fact that most of 
the jobs involved in this study were of a cognitive rather than physical nature.  It may 
also be the case that during episodes of engagement, physical tiredness is overlooked 
because task engagement potentially has an energy giving function, rather than a 
depleting one.  Finally, this research focussed on factors that enable engagement.  It is 
possible that availability would be a much more prevalent factor in the study of 
disengagement at work as is indicated by the following quote:  
I guess if you asked me why I didn’t engage I might say it was because I was 
too tired.  But we are only talking about when I was engaged, and I can 
honestly say that there was no consideration about tiredness.  I think that 
sometimes the situation is too important to be tired, so it’s not really an issue 
for me.  (Participant– graphic designer) 
Overall in respect of availability, the expected results, based on Kahn (1990) 
have not been fully realised..  Instead, while availability (in terms of time, preparation 
and information) was necessary for task engagement to happen, the influence of 
external and physical factors was not a strong finding.  In addition, arguably, this 
notion of availability overlaps with the concept of self-efficacy, though refers 
specifically to the organisation’s proximal role in psychological availability which in 
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turn may influence self-efficacy.  This is consistent with Kahn’s notion of security, as 
an aspect of availability as discussed above. 
Situational antecedents 
As indicated earlier, antecedents to engagement require the contribution of both 
psychological and situational conditions to engender an episode of task engagement 
(as outlined previously in Figure 8).  This section deals with situational antecedents.  
The following table outlines the three situational antecedents and the number of 
participants (from 21) that identified the antecedent as necessary to an episode of task 
engagement.  Each of these antecedents will be discussed. 
Table 3   
Situational antecedents to an episode of work engagement 
 
Categories No. of participants Description of category 
Challenging (relative to skills) 21  Situation is challenging relative to skills.  Where 
one is stretched but not beyond one’s capacity. 
Control/Ability to shape 20  High influence in situation to shape or control 
event (in the driver’s seat).  
Goals & Feedback (in situ) 
19  Situational goals and (visual, auditory and 
relational) feedback during the episode.  Clear 
understanding and manipulation of how the task 
is progressing. 
 
 
Challenging/complex environment. 
All 21 participants identified a challenging, complex environment as an 
antecedent to engagement.  A challenging complex environment entails a work task 
that constitutes high challenge relative to one’s skills.  Generally speaking, this meant 
that highly learned skills were being employed where there were contextual elements 
that made the situation complex and where there was a high potential risk of failure.  
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They were situations where a learning element was present and where intense focus 
was required to perform the task competently.  This is illustrated in the following 
example, in which a participant was heading up a negotiation with important 
stakeholders.  While the participant had high skills as a negotiator, the contextual 
factors were highly complex, including; a high-stakes outcome, a complex political 
environment and widely variable needs from the different stakeholders.  These factors 
created a high chance for failure—thus a high challenge situation.  
I have high confidence in my skills as a negotiator but this was a situation 
where so many things could go wrong.  I had to employ every bit of skill and 
every bit of intuition and knowledge I possessed to make it work.  (Participant 
– Consultant Contract Negotiator) 
Further, an element of external pressure was identified as part of the scoping of 
“challenging”.  In each case, something important was riding on the outcome such that 
the participant felt a sense of pressure to achieve the outcome.   
However, importantly the situation was consistently reported as a dual element 
of skills efficacy and challenge.  While the situations were challenging – it was only 
in the context of a high level of skills (and high self-efficacy regarding those skills) 
that enabled engagement to occur.  This is shown in the following quote from a 
university tutor reflecting that challenge occurs when the situation is complex but 
where there is a clear sense of having the skills necessary to meet the challenge: 
The situation is challenging and the stakes are so high, but with that 
confidence, you can push further and go to a different level or to new places, 
knowing you have the skills to navigate it back if necessary.  It’s like living 
on the edge, but with a safety rope. (Participant – University Tutor) 
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The description of “high challenge relative to skills” is not an identified 
component of current engagement research however is a central concept of flow theory 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  In a state of flow or optimal experience, an individual is 
operating at full capacity, that is, his or her skills at that moment in time are fully 
employed.  The ability to enter flow is predicated on a delicate balance between skills 
and capabilities on the one hand and the situational opportunities on the other.  This 
balance is inherently fragile.  Where the balance is uneven, for example, when skills 
exceed the challenges of the situation it will ultimately result in boredom.  
Alternatively, where the challenge exceeds current skill levels the situation will 
ultimately result in anxiety.  Either of these emotional circumstances, anxiety or 
boredom, will not enable a person to be in the state of flow. 
The research conducted in flow has been proven “remarkably robust” 
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 90), across a variety of disciplines including 
studies in: art and science (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996); sport (Jackson & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Jackson & Marsh, 1996); writing (Perry, 1999); education 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a); gaming (Omar  et al., 2011); and more recently, work 
(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  Overall, the notion of skill and balance within 
flow theory has been supported by empirical studies confirming that the degree of 
challenge in a task is significantly associated with enjoyment and interest (Fullagar & 
Kelloway, 2009).  Though some studies (i.e. Engeser & Rheinberg, 2008), have also 
found that tasks where skill exceeds challenge are also conducive to flow which 
suggests that the relationship between challenge and skill balance and flow may be 
moderated by task related factors (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013). 
The notion of challenge, is also a central component of goal setting theory   
(Locke & Latham, 1994).  Studies conducted over a 25 year period, have shown that 
 152 Chapter 3: Study 1 – Interview Study 
challenging goals lead to a higher level of task performance, than do easy goals.  
Further, studies indicate that in conditions where there are no conflicting goals and 
where the person has sufficient skill to meet the goal, that there is a positive linear 
relationship between level of goal difficulty and level of task performance (Locke & 
Latham, 2006).  According to Goal Setting theory, difficult or challenging goals are 
motivating because they require one to attain more, than would easy goals.  Locke and 
Latham noted, “feelings of success in the workplace occur to the extent that people see 
they are able to grow and meet job challenges by pursuing and attaining goals that are 
important and meaningful” (p. 265).  As can be seen, the notion of challenging 
situations, in the presence of a skills set that is adequate to meet the challenge, is a 
well-established organisational behavioural finding.  While these aspects have not 
readily been connected with research into work engagement, the presence of challenge 
and skills can easily be conceived and justified as part of an engaging episode at work. 
Shaping and controlling.  
The second situational antecedent of an engaging episode was defined as 
“shaping and controlling”.  This refers to a situation in which the participant has a high 
amount of influence in the engagement episode, to shape or control it, and be 
responsible for the outcomes.  In other words, the participant is able to shape and direct 
both the process and the outcomes of the episode.  This is not meant to preclude 
situations where several people are involved in a particular event and have equal power 
in terms of achieving the outcomes.  However, where several participants are involved, 
the participant has ownership over a discrete part of the project and or situation and as 
a minimum, shares power equally with other participants within the situation.  For 
example, in a musical ensemble, each of the instruments is shaping the musical 
outcome. 
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Twenty of the 21 participants identified this subcategory as a necessary 
antecedent to engagement and 18 of those 20 identified episodes in which they were 
solely influencing the outcome, and two, where they were part of a team.  The 
following comment from a teacher illustrates this characteristic of influencing or 
shaping the outcome: 
This sounds arrogant but I like the fact that I’m running the show, that it’s the 
stories and the jokes I’m telling and the way I’m telling them – the different 
strategies I’m using to get the message across.  It’s important to me that they 
get it, that they know why they’re here and why this information is important. 
(Participant – Teacher, Senior High School) 
 
 The power to shape the outcome is reflected in Kahn’s (1990) original research 
where he found that meaningful tasks allowed for some autonomy and a sense of 
ownership over the work.  He reflected that “such tasks were neither so tightly linked 
to nor so controlled by others that people performing them needed to constantly look 
for direction” (p. 706).  Kahn also linked control to the sense of psychological safety, 
in that he found that people also felt a greater sense of safety when they were given 
control over their work.   
The need for control also commonly appears in other theories and models of 
organisational behaviour and motivation.  The concept of task autonomy, that is, 
providing  an individual who performs a task with discretion and control in how to 
plan, implement and achieve the outcome of a task, is a key component of the Job 
Characteristics Model (JCM) (Hackman & Oldham, 1980).  The JCM has been 
described as “one of the most influential, broad theories of work motivation” 
(Langfred & Moye, 2004).  In the JCM, autonomy is one of five job characteristics 
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that determine the motivating potential of a job.  According to Hackman and Oldham, 
autonomy leads to the critical psychological state of “experienced responsibility for 
outcomes of the work” (Hackman & Oldham, 1975, p. 160).  This in turn produces 
higher work effectiveness and increased internal motivation. 
Aside from control (as defined as responsibility for the outcome), the capacity 
to influence and shape the process is another aspect of this factor.  Participants enjoyed 
the feeling of shaping the final product—that is, having some impact on how the final 
product appears.  This is reflected in the following quote from a senior manager in the 
public sector:   
That you feel like you can change direction and have an impact, you’ve got 
greater sense of control and that you are impacting on an external 
environment, you are shaping it.  I think that’s a critical ingredient. 
(Participant – Senior Manager, Public Service) 
A meta-analysis of studies relating an employee’s perception of control to 19 
employee outcome variables found that high levels of perceived control was 
significantly related to high levels of job satisfaction (both overall and individual 
facets), commitment, job involvement, performance and motivation (Spector, 1986).  
Studies have also found that perceived control by employees is directly related to low 
levels of physical symptoms, emotional distress, role stress, absenteeism, intent to 
turnover, and turnover (Spector, 2002).  As will be discussed later, the consequences 
of engagement share strong similarities to the consequences of autonomy in the JCM. 
The idea of shaping and control over the direction of the task is also found in the 
theory of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  Flow theory refers to the “paradox of 
control” where one feels a sense of control without actively trying to be in control.  In 
other words, because one is confidently in control (because of autonomy, self-efficacy 
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and high skills), one ceases to worry about losing control— hence the paradox.  
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) describes it as follows: 
What people enjoy is not the sense of being in control, but the sense of 
exercising control in difficult situations.  It is not possible to experience a 
feeling of control unless one is willing to give up the safety of protective 
routines.  Only when a doubtful outcome is at stake, and one is able to 
influence that outcome, can a person really know whether she is in control 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 61). 
This description of control is fully consistent with the findings derived from this 
study as can be seen in the following quote from a university lecturer: 
I love the fact that I’m influencing people.  I imagine it’s like conducting a 
choir or an orchestra or something.  You know—I’m telling a story about 
something and their attention is riveted, and then I’m challenging them to find 
the meaning in it, drawing them back to the central points.  I love it when they 
get the point of it and the lights turn on.  (Participant – Academic) 
Shaping and controlling as it has emerged from this research, can be described 
as having three components: firstly, the sense of autonomy that enables the participant 
to have responsibility for an outcome; second, the ability to control a task—its pace, 
timing and execution; and finally, the sense of influence, of shaping and being 
reflected in the final product.  Once again this notion of shaping and controlling has 
some overlap with the psychological condition of self-efficacy.  While each of these 
aspects of shaping and controlling potentially feature self-efficacy as a pre-requisite, 
these features are all situational, task related and involve the individual acting upon 
the task. 
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Goals and feedback (in situ).  
The final situational antecedent of an episode of task engagement is the concept 
of proximal goals and feedback throughout the episode.  These two factors in 
conjunction, enabled complex navigation of the task, allowing participants to perceive 
and act upon opportunities within the task and to receive immediate feedback about 
the effectiveness of that opportunity.  Nineteen of 21 participants identified this as 
necessary for an engagement episode to occur.  To be specific, this category refers to 
instantaneous or in-situ, task specific goals and feedback, rather than either long-term 
goals or feedback provided in a formal sense at a later occasion.  An example of 
proximal goals and feedback is in the following quote from a contract negotiator:   
I’m constantly looking for the feedback, the facial expressions, the comments, 
the conversations… I’m reading the mood, and I change my tack depending 
on what I’m reading.  (Participant – Consultant Contract Negotiator) 
In another example, a participant was discussing a situation in which he was in 
a meeting with an important company that had been difficult to deal with in the past.  
Upon realising that the difficulty stemmed from one of the company representatives 
who he perceived as hostile, the participant took it upon himself to change his 
communication style, both by being very direct in asking questions about concerns and 
being much more inclusive and explanatory in order to relieve her anxieties—which 
led to a beneficial outcome.  This situation is an example of utilising proximal goals 
and feedback to achieve the outcome:     
I was closely watching her body language for the effect that my words were 
having on her.  When I saw her start to relax I knew I was on the right path.  
(Participant – Account Manager, Public Service) 
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This aspect is closely related to the former antecedent of controlling/shaping.  
While the former explains the ability to actively shape the process, goals and feedback 
simply describes a situational context in which feedback is discernible, and can enable 
proximal goals to arise out of the situation.  Participants in this research, (in an episode 
of task engagement) identified being able to access situational feedback in order to 
provide a sense of whether the overall position was improving or not based on the 
development of in-situ goals or interventions (deriving from the feedback).  
Participants were able to tell where they stood or how well the situation was 
progressing.  The feedback received was not necessarily external, for example, a 
participant (journalist) writing a chairman’s annual speech exercises proximal goals 
and feedback in trying different phrases and tones to emulate the chairman’s style.  He 
receives internal feedback as the words flow well and intuitively he feels he is 
capturing the chairman’s style.  In other cases goals and feedback are provided 
externally, by the relational, auditory or visual cues provided by participants in the 
situation.  Another participant (a teacher) senses confusion from her students about a 
concept, through cues such as increased restlessness and diminishing eye contact.  She 
therefore decides to use a practical example to explain the concept in intuitive terms.  
This illustrates the iterative process of goal, feedback and adjustment that is indicative 
of an task engagement episode, as revealed by this research.  The following example 
is from a participant working with others from his department in close harmony, to 
achieve a difficult negotiation.  
 It was a situation where you could read the others and work off them and run 
through a gap, or you can, without saying it, you can put them through a gap 
because they’ve connected with what you’re thinking and I’ve capitalised on 
that.  (Participant, public servant)   
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As illustrated in the previous quotes, what constitutes goals and feedback varies 
considerably across activities and quite likely varies according to different 
temperaments and personalities.  However what is similar across all activities, is the 
situational goal setting and immediate feedback provided in situ, that constitutes a 
situational antecedent to an episode of engagement. 
Other theories have covered goals and feedback as important components of 
motivation albeit in a less proximal way.  In particular, in the Job Characteristics 
Model (JCM) by Hackman and Oldham (1980), feedback comprises one of the five 
core job characteristics.  In the model, feedback refers to the degree to which people 
learn how effective they are being at work.  According to the JCM, the presence of 
feedback, along with the other core job characteristics (skill variety, task identity, task 
significance and autonomy) lead employees to experience meaningfulness, 
responsibility and knowledge of results.  These psychological states in turn influence 
positive organisational outcomes such as motivation, performance, satisfaction, 
absenteeism and turnover (Hackman & Oldham, 1980).  Further, according to the 
model, autonomy and feedback are the more influential elements in creating 
motivating potential compared to skill variety, task identity, or task significance. 
Other research has also demonstrated the importance of feedback.  For example, 
Ashford, Blatt, and Walle (2003) found that individuals in organisations process 
feedback through an automatic monitoring of the environment, specifically through 
visual, auditory or relational cues.  These feedback cues then enable the feedback 
seeker to adjust their strategy and delivery to attain a goal and perform well.  In 
addition, research indicates that as the perceived diagnostic value of the feedback 
increases, individuals will seek it more frequently (Ashford, 1986; Battmann, 1988; 
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Morrison & Cummings, 1992; Tuckey, Brewer, & Williamson, 2002).  This literature 
is consistent with the findings from this research. 
The outcomes of this research are also in strong accordance with flow theory 
which, like engagement, examines episodes or events rather than longer term periods 
at work.  In flow theory, clear proximal goals and feedback have been identified as 
part of the flow experience.  Goals in the context of flow theory are considered 
proximal (i.e., emerging from the situation).  In other words, goals could be described 
as mini-goals that are devised in response to what has happened immediately before.  
As Nakamura and Csikszentmihaly (2002) put it, “motivation is emergent in the sense 
that proximal goals arise out of the interaction” (p. 91).  Likewise, immediate feedback 
is considered imperative in a flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) which posits that 
the nature of feedback varies considerably in different activities and possibly in 
accordance with the individual.  The nature of the feedback itself is largely 
unimportant, provided it is logically related to the goal in which one has invested 
energy, and it incorporates the symbolic message of success or otherwise 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). 
Summary of task engagement antecedents. 
Overall, with respect to antecedents to engagement, this research showed that 
there are both psychological as well as situational antecedents that are important 
preconditions to an episode of engagement.  In part, this research has confirmed 
Kahn’s (1990) original research.  It showed that meaning and safety and availability 
were important psychological antecedents to engagement.  However, this research also 
identified self-efficacy as a psychological precondition to engagement. 
However, this research also showed that there are situational antecedents that 
must also be met, to elicit an episode of engagement.  These antecedents have strong 
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overlap to similar antecedents for episodes of flow, and are: a complex challenging 
environment (in the context of high skill efficacy); the capacity to shape and control 
the episode; and the ability to execute in situ goals and receive immediate situational 
feedback which assists in achieving the outcomes desired.   
In the next section, results from the interviews will be examined with respect to 
the proximal consequences of engagement episodes.  As indicated previously, while 
research has demonstrated the impacts of engagement for organisations—such as 
discretionary effort and turnover, little research has investigated the general 
consequences of engagement in terms of the within-person benefits for individuals.   
 
Consequences of Task Engagement. 
RQ3:   What are the consequences of having an episode of engagement of work?  
Research question three was concerned with identifying the proximal within-
person consequences of having an episode of task engagement at work.  These results 
are briefly summarised in the excerpt from the engagement model as shown below (see 
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Figure 9).  As can be seen, the results indicate three key areas of consequence—two 
of which pertain to individual gains, and one of which pertains to organisational gain.  
These consequence categories are as follows: an increase in energy and recovery; an 
increase in personal resources (self-efficacy, buffer for stress and approach 
behaviours; increased optimism, sense of well-being and better relationships); and an 
increase in positive organisational behaviours (as outlined fully in table 4).  
While a number of studies have shown work engagement (measured as both an 
attitudinal and episodic construct) as associated with resources and positive outcomes 
at work (e.g. Llorens  et al., 2007; Salanova  et al., 2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), 
limited research has been conducted in terms of individual gains beyond resources 
(e.g., well-being and positive affect).  In general this research has demonstrated that 
the consequences of engagement are considerable in terms of individual well-being at 
work.  Aside from the expected impacts on other positive organisational states, such 
as job commitment, satisfaction and discretionary effort, this research showed episodes 
of task 
engagement as substantially influencing an array of other aspects of temporary well-
being.  Some of these aspects include its impact as a buffer for stress and its 
contribution to self-efficacy and other personal resources such as heightened global 
optimism and well-being which in turn influenced the quality of relationships both in 
and outside of work, for significant periods of time after the episode of engagement.  
Finally, being engaged at work, rather than being a depleting factor, was shown to 
increase energy and recovery.  These results will be discussed as follows. 
The results of this research indicated seven consequences, which collapsed into 
three broad categories as follows: increase in energy; increase in personal resources 
Figure 9.  Consequences of an episode of engagement. 
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and positive emotions; and a positive impact on other more organisational states.  
Please refer to Table 4 for a summary of results. 
 
Table 4   
Consequences of Engagement 
 
Categories        No. of participants Description of category 
Energy 
 Lasting energy for rest of day/not 
depleting 
21 After an engaging episode, energy is higher 
for other tasks (no sense of depletion). 
Increased personal Resources   
 Improved self-efficacy  21 Spiralling improvement in sense of achievement and self-efficacy. 
 Buffer for stress 21 Effects of stress are significantly reduced and less desirable events are positively reframed. 
 Increased involvement 
(addictive) 
19 Leads to a desire for higher involvement in 
similar tasks.  More forward in ‘availing” 
oneself so that other engagement episodes 
happen. 
   
 Global optimism/well-being 21 Sense of general optimism, well-being that 
remains at least for the rest of the day.  
Globally directed. 
 Proximally happier relationships 
& life in general 
21 Good mood extends to colleagues, friends 
and family behaviourally, both in and out of 
the work place.   
Positive impact on other org states   
 Contributes to other enduring 
organisational states. 
 
21 
Engaging episodes lead to perceptions of 
higher overall job satisfaction, commitment, 
work motivation.  Attitudes towards the job, 
tasks, and the organisation are all improved. 
 
Increased energy.   
All 21 participants identified increased energy as a response to an episode of 
engagement.  Each participant described feeling energised, not only throughout the 
duration of the episode, but immediately afterwards and frequently for considerably 
longer periods, lasting sometimes until the end of the day.  This was contrary to what 
one might logically expect,  which is that after a situation in which a high amount of 
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mental energy had been expended, that a period of low energy or depletion would 
follow (much in the same way as one might be physically depleted after a vigorous 
exercise session).  In contrast, an episode of task engagement appeared to provide 
additional energy rather than depleting it.  This is indicated in the following quote from 
a university tutor. 
It’s such an energising experience.  It’s not an issue of depletion where you 
have to try and you know take a breather and get back into it.  It is completely 
the opposite and the energy lasts all day.  Every time I think about it [the 
episode] it gives me another boost.  (Participant – University Tutor) 
The results from this current research show that engaging episodes are not only, 
not depleting, but represent an additional source of energy.  In fact, an easily 
distinguishing feature of an engagement episode (compared to a normal period of 
work) was the feeling of energy that was experienced, post the event.  In other words, 
all participants considered that engagement events not only had a sustaining effect on 
energy, but actually created and boosted energy as shown in the following quote.   
 And I find that I'm not exhausted after it [being engaged] or anything I'm 
actually on a high, I have more energy than I had before.  (Participant– CEO 
Communications firm)  
While some of the current engagement literature concerns the notion of energy, 
it is generally described as being a feature of a pervasive state of engagement.  For 
example Salanova et al. (2005) devised a nine item measure of engagement that defines 
three factors: dedication, absorption and energy.  In these definitions, being engaged 
refers to having a high level of activation or energy and a state of pleasantness.  For 
example, Maslach et al. (2001) described engagement as energy, involvement and 
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efficacy.  Shirom (2003), similarly described engagement, and specifically vigour, as 
the feeling of physical strength, cognitive liveliness and emotional energy.  His 
measure of vigour includes items such as “I feel energetic” (p. 3).  These definitions 
of engagement all discuss energy within the context of being engaged.  No research 
within the engagement spectrum has discussed the concept of energy being considered 
as a consequence of engagement. 
The notion of depletion however, has been a more considerable source of 
research.  For example, in depletion theories concerning the effect of multiple role 
obligations, Rothbard {, 2001 #383} proposed that there is only a limited amount of 
energy that people can express and that if one is to be engaged then that would be at 
the expense of other role obligations or work tasks.  It would also imply that if one 
were to use most of one’s resources in an engagement episode, then one should be 
depleted at the end of it.  Kahn {, 1992 #388} also suggested that psychological 
presence could be draining in terms of the level of energy required to maintain it and 
that depending on other demands of the individual it may not be possible to sustain the 
level of energy.   
The question of whether work engagement and its effect on energy, either as a 
source of replenishment or a source of depletion, has been largely neglected by the 
academic literature, with two notable recent exceptions.  Sonnentag, Mojza, 
Demerouti, and Bakker {, 2012 #659} used the Utrecht work engagement scale (in this 
instance modified for day level purposes) along with various indices of recovery, to 
examine the relationship between engagement and recovery.  The study showed that 
the degree of morning recovery predicted work engagement during the workday and 
that the degree of work engagement itself, then predicted recovery level at the end of 
the day.  In other words, a reciprocal relationship existed between engagement and 
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recovery.  Another study by Demerouti et al. {, 2011 #509} provided similarly 
structured research but conducted it using the premise of flow theory with the aid of 
an instrument devised by Bakker (2005) to measure flow over three categories; 
absorption, work enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation.  The study found that on 
days that employees experienced work-related flow, that they also felt more vigourous 
and less exhausted.  Several reasons were provided for this effect.  The first relates to 
Fredrickson's (2001) broaden-and-build theory which proposes that positive emotions 
have the ability to physiologically down-regulate lingering negative emotions and to 
facilitate upward spirals of emotional well-being.  In this way, being in flow assists 
recovery from stresses and energy draining experiences.  Also of relevance, the article 
draws upon research conducted into self-determination theory {Deci, 2000 
#541;Trougakos, 2009 #508} which suggests that tasks that are intrinsically 
motivating have two potential effects.  Firstly, less energy is consumed in carrying out 
the task, which results in less energy depletion, and secondly, flow fosters the building 
and replenishment of resources because the activity is interesting and enjoyable.  In 
this latter explanation, it would seem that flow activities, while intense, are not 
depleting and in fact contribute to replenishment {Demerouti, 2011 #509}.  This 
research is also consistent with the previously considered research on “effortless 
attention” {Dietrich, 2010 #663;Csikszentmihalyi, 2010 #715;Bruya, 2010 #669}; 
Increased personal resources.   
The second main consequence of experiencing an episode of engagement at 
work was the overall category of increased personal resources.  The resources 
specifically identified included: an increased sense of achievement and self-efficacy; 
a buffer for stress and positive reframing; and a higher a desire for involvement, better 
relationships with others and in a heightened sense of overall optimism.  These 
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resources are in addition to those already identified, specifically an increase in energy 
and recovery. 
Increased sense of achievement and self-efficacy. 
 The first subcategory of improved self-efficacy was identified by all participants 
who each identified that the immediate consequence of a task engagement episode was 
a higher a sense of self-worth and belief in one’s own ability to do the task well.  Each 
participant identified this as a spiral effect in which the more incidents of engagement 
that occurred, the higher the sense of self-efficacy, as shown in the following quote 
from a professional contract negotiator: 
you feel good that you’ve got the skills to do it … and you’re building on skills 
every-time it happens.  It also means that I think you feel as if you’re always 
improving and it’s exciting and it makes you more confident to go in next-
time.  And it makes you expect it to be good next time.  (Participant – 
Contract Negotiator) 
As indicated earlier, self-efficacy theory asserts that self-efficacy beliefs are 
instrumental in psychological adjustment, health and behavioural change strategies 
(Maddux, 2009).  Further, Bandura (1997) with regard to performance experiences, 
claimed that attempts to control our own environments are the most powerful sources 
of self-efficacy information that we can attain.  He stated that successful attempts to 
control the environment (that we attribute to our own efforts) will further strengthen 
our self-efficacy for that behaviour or situation (Bandura, 1977; Maddux, 2009). 
Buffer for stress.  
The second element of increased personal resources was identified as a buffer 
for stress.  In all cases, participants identified that the consequence of having an 
engagement episode acted as a buffer for general stress.  This was experienced in both 
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a cognitive way, that is, in how they appraised post engagement events, as well as 
behaviourally, by not being bothered by things that would normally bother them.  In 
other words, stressful situations were encountered in a different way after an engaging 
episode, such that the episode of engagement effectively provided a buffer against the 
deleterious effects of stress.  Participants particularly identified a different set of 
cognitions in dealing with the stress.  For example, a participant explained that after 
an engaged experience she was late in picking up her young child from school.  She 
recounted that this would normally make her very stressed and anxious.  However, on 
the occasion following the engagement episode, she reacted more calmly and made 
more constructive choices (such as phoning another mother to temporarily mind the 
child).  She reported that she experienced much less of the physical anxiety that she 
normally associated with similar stressful events and was able to employ better 
problem solving. 
Different situational appraisals were also made to general everyday matters.  For 
example, participants identified that many of the tasks involved in one’s job can be 
described as transactional or tedious and unchallenging.  This may refer to paperwork 
or other tasks that while necessary are not likely to be intrinsically motivating.  All 21 
participants felt that a consequence of having an engagement episode, made the 
transactional activities of one’s job much less onerous.  This effect was experienced 
as a “gloss” over the day (after an engaging episode) which effectively took the edge 
off other less engaging or stressful activities—making participants less likely to avoid 
them and less likely to be negatively affected by them.  This effect can be seen in the 
following two quotes from a high school teacher and an architect, respectively. 
It gets you through that stressful stuff because I think that you feel well yeah, 
it’s okay you can put up with this if you’ve got the other [engagement], it 
 168 Chapter 3: Study 1 – Interview Study 
balances it all out, there’s stuff to look forward to and dwell on.  (Participant 
- Teacher) 
When I’ve had a day where I’ve been really engaged, it positively influences 
my attitude to all the paperwork and stuff that I whinge about – it just totally 
doesn’t matter and I know that it’s there but I know it’s worth it.  (Participant 
- Architect) 
In terms of the buffering hypothesis, positive emotions have been found to play 
an important role in undoing the cardiovascular effects of negative emotions 
(Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998) which in turn contributes to psychological resilience 
(Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003).  As can be seen from the examples 
above, participants clearly articulated short-term gains in respect of stress buffering, 
suggesting that in accord with the broaden and build theory, recipients of an engaging 
episode respond in a similar way as they would to a positive emotion.  This also 
parallels research in the affective neurosciences; that suggests there is an experienced 
dependent plasticity in the emotional circuitry of the brain (Davidson, Jackson, & 
Kalin, 2000), that creates change in the brain either towards the positive or negative 
according to repeated experiences.  This results in longer lasting moods or emotional 
traits over time in either the positive or negative direction.  While it is well beyond the 
scope of this project to delve into the science of neuroplasticity, it suffices to say that 
these areas of research—both in their infancy—have great promise for individual and 
organisational well-being.  This is reflected in research that indicates that “the short-
term cognitive and attentional effects of positive emotions are what lead to gradual, 
long-term growth” (Cohn  et al., 2009, p. 366). 
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Higher involvement.   
The third element of increased personal resources was identified as a desire for 
higher involvement and 19 of the 21 participants acknowledged this consequence.  
This was described by participants as somewhat like addictive behaviour.  Participants 
said they enjoyed the sense of engagement and therefore would actively go looking for 
it again.  This meant placing themselves in situations where those episodes might 
happen or availing themselves of work tasks and duties that might enable another 
engagement episode to happen.  In effect, there was an increase in desire for 
involvement in organisational tasks that may lead to engagement episodes.  This is 
exemplified in the following quote from a participant, a senior tutor at a university: 
Mmm thinking that was great, that was really, I really, you know, enjoyed 
what I did and that was really good.  It could be just an addiction, whatever, 
serotonin or something, but the fact that it happened and you’re looking for it 
again and you know it’s possible again, puts a whole positive spin over the 
thing.  (Participant - Academic) 
In a broader working context this research showed that individuals are motivated 
to look for opportunities to engage further in their workplace, to explore potentially 
new activities, people or situations as indicated in the following quote:  
I think it made it really positive in that you want to be at work, you’re happy 
to do more.  So what it did is it triggers then that you’re happy to be there, to 
read more, learn more, think about more.  So it actually in some ways takes 
over some of your thinking time.  (Participant – Lawyer)  
As discussed in the literature review, research into episodes of positive affect 
has resonance here.  Research has shown for example, that individuals who experience 
episodes of positive affect in a particular environment are then motivated to further 
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engage with their environment and to partake in more activities.  This is considered 
adaptive to their survival (Lyubomirsky  et al., 2005) and operates somewhat like an 
internal signal to approach (Fredrickson, 2001). As explained earlier, in much the same 
way as one experiences  a sense of pleasure, one frequently responds to an internal 
signal prompting one to continue—to further experience more of the positive emotion 
(Fredrickson, 2001). 
Overall sense of optimism 
The fourth consequence was described as a sense of general optimism, or 
happiness that remained for at least some time after the event, and often for the 
remainder of the day.  This sense of general optimism was globally directed, rather 
than being specifically directed at any particular target, that is, task, organisation or 
profession.  It was experienced as significantly heightened sense of well-being.  As 
can be seen in the following quote from an architect working on a house design: 
I'm about five eleven, I'm suddenly six foot eight and the doors open without 
me going through them, they just open for me and I have an orchestra that 
follows me around and there are petals that fall out of the sky, they do… you 
look at the sky and not the ground and suddenly the sky is ‘big’ and it’s ... 
possibilities are big and everything is possible.  (Participant – Architect) 
Positive relationships with others 
The final aspect of personal resources was behavioural.  It was identified in the 
form of positive, proactive relationships with others.  This is differentiated from the 
former state of increased positive emotions as it is specifically directed at individuals.  
In this instance the inflated good mood extended to more positive behaviours towards 
colleagues, friends and family, both in and out of the workplace.  All participants 
described a work day in which they had experienced an engagement episode as one in 
which they would go home at the end of the day in a happy satisfied mood and that 
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this mood would be extended in terms of attitudes and behaviours towards family and 
friends.  All participants felt that the improved mood would probably be readily 
identified by colleagues, family and friends.  The following quote is from the same 
architect discussing the after-effects of engagement: 
It improves my attitude towards everything.  What dinner I'm going to cook 
and how I approach the dinner I'm going to cook and yeah everyone notices 
I'm happy.  When it’s going I’m trying to involve people more, like kids look 
at this and the kids colouring my drawings for me and they’re all let’s get 
involved and it’s very infectious, very infectious. (Participant - Architect) 
With regard to the supporting literature in this area, the consequences of 
engagement and how it pertains to positive emotions is largely absent.  Other than the 
two articles mentioned previously in respect of recovery and positive resources, the 
engagement literature has restricted itself to consequences that pertain to positive 
organisational outcomes, that is, productivity, discretionary effort and reduced 
absenteeism.  Nevertheless, other relevant streams of literature have made substantial 
contributions in this area as follows. 
Fredrickson (2001), who pioneered the broaden-and-build theory, describes 
emotions both positive and negative as “brief, multi-component response systems” (p. 
849) that are initiated, either consciously or unconsciously, by situations that are 
appraised by the individual as being either good or bad for them.  Negative emotions 
have long been understood in the emotion literature as adaptive but easily able to 
become a source of dysfunction.  Fredrickson’s work has shown that positive emotions 
can conversely act as a barrier to dysfunction and as a catalyst for adaption.  She 
specifically posits that the experience of positive emotions is able to “buffer against 
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and undo the deleterious effects of stressful adaptional encounters and reduce the 
impact of future distress” {Garland, 2010 #518@850}.   
Research into the related field of neuroplasticity, has also shown that positive 
emotional states can create long-term changes in the function and structure of the brain, 
which then in turn promotes further adaptive thoughts and behaviours {Garland, 2009 
#691}.  Persistent negative emotions have been found to narrow the scope of people’s 
attention and thinking, creating an increasing level of dysfunction {Schmitz, 2009 
#918;Talarico, 2004 #919}.  The broaden-and-build theory provides the 
complimentary positive perspective.  It suggests that consistent exposure to positive 
emotions broadens and builds an individual’s thought–action repertoires, enabling the 
individual to draw upon an ever-growing repository of higher connections and wider 
than usual ranges of ideas, perceptions and action urges.  This broadened cognition 
creates in turn, an increase in personal resources such as mindfulness, resilience, social 
closeness and even physical health {Cohn, 2009 #521;Fredrickson, 2005 
#611;Garland, 2011 #612}.  Exposure to positive emotions then has immediate as well 
as long-lasting impacts on social and emotional well-being. 
Of specific interest to this research however is the accumulating evidence from 
the broaden-and-build theory that portrays emotional systems as spirals, or as “self- 
perpetuating emergent systems energised by reciprocal links between the cognitive, 
behavioural and somatic mechanisms through which emotions are instantiated” 
{Garland, 2011 #612@851}.  Fredrickson and colleagues refer to these self-
perpetuating spirals as “upward spirals” in which initial positive emotional experiences 
predict future positive emotional experiences and increasing well-being, by 
broadening cognition, enhancing personal repertoires of coping and by increasing 
interpersonal trust {Burns, 2008 #656;Fredrickson, 2002 #655}.  In other words 
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positive emotions tend to accrue over time and attract further positive emotions and as 
such, develop a certain momentum and grow into sustained well-being {Garland, 2010 
#518}.   
The broaden-and-build theory is of relevance to this current research, which also 
identified a potential spiral effect from experiencing episodes of engagement at work.  
Most participants in the interviews felt that exposure to engagement had the effect of 
improving not only their energy as discussed earlier but their general optimism, 
attitudes and behaviours towards others, and their personal resources.  
Positive impact on other organisational states.  
The final sub category of increased personal resources refers to the positive 
impact on other organisational states.  All 21 participants identified that engaging 
episodes lead to an increase in a wide range of positive general attitudes about work.  
This finding is also consistent with the other consequences of engagement as described 
above.  Most participants stated that being able to experience regular engaging 
episodes contributed to their experience of other organisational states.  Most reported 
that engagement episodes lead to proximal higher overall feelings of job satisfaction, 
work involvement, work motivation and at least, short-term commitment to their 
organisations, as indicated in the following: 
Engagement is completely essential to me for job satisfaction and commitment 
and all that stuff.  (Participant - Academic) 
It positively frames you towards your workplace and job because that event 
could occur again.  So I feel better about everything when I’ve been engaged, 
you know my job, the organisation, my colleagues – everything really.  
(Participant - Management Consultant) 
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Considerable research in the engagement space has shown it to be related to a 
number of positive organisational outcomes, albeit research done with engagement 
portrayed as an enduring attitude.  For example, as having a substantial impact both 
on retaining employees within a company (thereby reducing costs associated with 
recruitment, selection and knowledge retention), and improving employee 
productivity through discretionary effort, less errors and improved customer service 
(e.g., Corporate Leadership Council, 2004; Hewitt Associates LLC, 2001; Towers 
Perrin, 2004).  This current research supported by research into other well-known 
research constructs such as flow, positive psychology and positive emotions (i.e., 
Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory) also shows that work engagement has 
powerful potential impacts on the individual at work in terms of their psychological 
health and well-being.  This in turn has a cyclical effect.  Employees who experience 
engaging episodes are also more likely to show more positive organisational 
characteristics as expressed in relationships with co-workers, attitudes to work and the 
organisation, and in concrete ways such as productivity and increased energy, and less 
absenteeism and turnover (Cohn  et al., 2009; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Garland  
et al., 2010; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  Furthermore, episodes of work engagement 
appear to act as a buffer for stress and as a device for positively reframing other, more 
transactional, less engaging tasks at work (Sapp, Kawachi, Sorensen, LaMontagne, & 
Subramanian, 2010). 
Figure 10 (previously shown) provides a complete overview of the findings from 
this research.  Following will be a discussion of the overall results and implications for 
Study 1.  
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Summary and Conclusion 
Summary of Results and Implications. 
The purpose of this study was to develop a comprehensive understanding of task 
engagement—what it is, how it is described by those who experience it and what it 
feels like when it happens.  It sought to determine the proximal antecedents that must 
Figure 10.   Model of task engagement (Study 1). 
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be met for an episode of engagement to occur and finally, the consequences of being 
engaged.    
This research began by reinvestigating the construct of task engagement at work 
from a first principles basis.  By utilising a critical incident technique to explore 
episodes of task engagement, the research sought to generate rich, detailed descriptions 
of actual engagement episodes in their full organisational and psychological contexts.  
The approach taken was constructivist and quasi-grounded in method, requiring that 
evolving data and relevant theory be continually compared and contrasted throughout 
the analysis process, resulting in constant comparisons between data and theory—not 
with a view to merely defining the construct and identifying the emerging findings, 
but with a view to also considering the overlaps and contributions of existing theories.  
The result of this iterative process is a re-conceptualisation of the construct of task 
engagement, that should encompass and account for all the nuances provided by the 
data (Isabella, 1990).   
This research has contributed significant new material and conceptual 
possibilities to the episodic engagement space.  Each of the key contributions is briefly 
detailed as follows.  
First, this research has shown task engagement to have utility as an episodic, 
within-person construct.  Being viewed in this way, with its proximal antecedents and 
consequences will potentially provide great value to understanding what episodes of 
task engagement at work are comprised of, the factors that create it, and its 
consequences.  This will assist in reshaping the task and state engagement space and 
potentially contributing to improved construct conceptualisation.   
Second, this research has replicated Kahn’s (1990) original research in terms of 
psychological antecedents to episodes of engagement, and further, has extended his 
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theory to include an additional psychological antecedent (self-efficacy), situational 
antecedents, a scoping of the construct itself and an articulation of its consequences.  
With Kahn’s research now re-affirmed and extended, future research can further refine 
the construct and re-examine it both quantitatively and qualitatively. 
Another overall contribution of this research is the scoping of engagement as a 
construct involving three phases—antecedents, episodes and consequences.  This has 
significantly extended understanding of the construct.  Specifically, engagement as 
established in this research involves much more that the three aspects of vigour, 
dedication and absorption, which are generally utilised by key engagement researchers 
(e.g. Schaufeli  et al., 2002).  In terms of the three stages of engagement, they can be 
summarised to some extent by pre-existing theories with some extensions.  For 
antecedents, Kahn’s (1990) findings have been replicated (safety, availability, and 
meaning).  However, this research also showed self-efficacy to be an equally important 
precondition.  This infers that it is difficult to become engaged in the absence of a 
sense self-efficacy regarding the skills one can bring to a task.  
This research also identified situational antecedents as necessary to episodes of 
engagement.  These included a challenging complex environment in the context of 
high skills efficacy, the capacity to shape and control the task or activity, and the 
capacity to exercise in-situ goals and feedback in the process of the activity.  These 
factors have all been previously identified as aspects of flow, but constitute new 
findings to the episodic engagement space. 
For the episode itself, this research has shown episodes of engagement to be 
comprised of four characteristics: intense absorption, lack of self-awareness, high 
cognitive energy and efficacy, and finally, the distortion of time.  This is also a new 
contribution to engagement research.  With respect to related theory, the construct of 
 178 Chapter 3: Study 1 – Interview Study 
flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) is almost indistinguishable from the categories 
identified in this research as comprising an episode of engagement.  Aside from both 
constructs describing episodes of optimal experience, of the four characteristics 
identified in this research, all have been previously attributed to flow.  The co-
occurrence of characteristics between an engaging episode and a flow episode is 
comprehensive and surprisingly accurately replicated, suggesting that there is a strong 
overlap between the two constructs.   
With regard to the consequences of engagement, this research also contributes 
new data to the field.  In previous research, consequences of engagement have been 
largely related to positive organisational outcomes such as discretionary effort, greater 
productivity, lower absenteeism and turnover.  While this research showed that 
positive organisational outcomes are a consequence of engagement episodes at work 
(particularly job satisfaction, involvement, and intent to stay), the consequences were 
also significantly associated with individual personal resource gains.  Responses from 
participants in this research showed that episodes of engagement were responsible for 
increases in energy and recovery, positive emotions and behaviours, and increases in 
other personal resources such as; self-efficacy, a buffer for stress, positive reframing 
and higher organisational involvement.  Essentially, this research has shown that 
engagement is associated with substantial gains for well-being in individuals and 
organisations.  This research appears to overlap significantly with Fredrickson’s 
broaden-and-build theory (2001) of positive emotions and its effects on personal gains.  
Limitations. 
The main aim of this study was to gain deep insight into factors that facilitate, 
describe and are consequences of, engaging episodes at work.  To this end, in-depth 
interviews were conducted which provided participants with the opportunity to fully 
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elaborate on the construct under investigation, in a contextual manner.  Participants 
were asked to provide a recent example of task engagement in order to minimise the 
potential of diminished recall of the emotions, cognitions and behaviours associated 
with the event. Nevertheless, this methodology has several limitations that need to be 
acknowledged.  First, I made a trade-off between the richness (transcripts) of these 
data and the number of participants I interviewed.  Interviews are time-consuming, in 
terms of planning, the conducting of and in the analysis of data.  Although my sample 
size was relatively small and selected purposively, strong effort was made to obtain a 
diverse sample.  I achieved this in terms of gender, age, and organisation.  However, 
while the population was drawn from a wide variety of occupations and was roughly 
equal in terms of males and females, the population was nevertheless somewhat 
skewed to the higher end of the organisation in that the majority of staff (around 85%) 
were in either managerial or professional positions.  Thus, future studies would need 
to test the findings against different types of workers (i.e., blue-collar occupations), 
different nationalities and different generations (i.e., generation Y).  This greater 
diversity of participants is required to establish that the observed effects in this 
research are as generalisable as proposed.  Secondly, interviews are often criticised for 
the subjective influence of the researcher in the interviewing and analysis phase.  To 
minimise the effect of subjectivity, participants selected their own episodes of 
engagement that were then used to generate data, this enabled interviewees to have 
freedom of content and a reasonable control of the interview situation.  I also followed 
a semi-structured interview protocol.  Participants were asked to respond to open-
ended questions.  Follow-up questions were based on participant’s responses and 
clarification was only sought on points raised by the participant.  In addition, frequent 
paraphrasing was used to check my understanding of participant responses.   
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In the analyses, objectivity was assessed by both clarifying content with 
participants in the form of interview summary of important points and in inter-rater 
agreement.  Emails were dispatched to participants post interview in which a brief 
summary of the important points made by the interviewee were included.  Participants 
were invited to add, clarify or remove comments they disagreed with.  There were no 
disagreements registered, though several participants chose to add additional 
comments which were subsequently included in the analyses.  The independent rater 
used to establish and confirm sub categories was not directly involved in the research 
process in any other capacity.  All measures of validity and reliability as recommended 
by the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954) and its enhanced version 
(Butterfield  et al., 2009), were utilised.   
The general limitations that go with qualitative research also apply.  Generally 
these limitations fall to issues with rigour and generalisation.  The enhanced critical 
incident technique (Butterfield  et al., 2009) was used to mitigate some of the issues 
with rigour.  Nevertheless, future research should be designed to allay these possible 
issues. 
Conclusion. 
The primary purpose of Study 1 was to provide an updated theoretical platform 
for the construct of episodic task engagement.  Given the gaps that exist in its 
theoretical development, its purpose was to define, scope and clearly articulate 
episodes of engagement at work, thereby assisting in the resolution of the theoretical 
confusion that currently exists.  Another aim of the research was to examine 
qualitatively, the immediate antecedents and consequences of experiencing an 
engagement episode at work.   
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With regards to the first aim, this research has confirmed that episodic 
engagement is in essence, a multi-dimensional motivational construct rather than a 
performance driven construct, as portrayed by attitudinal engagement literature.  This 
premise if accepted, paves the way for new approaches in how the construct might be 
viewed, researched and considered.  As such, it must be considered in the context of 
other research that examines the daily fluctuations of worker well-being, such as 
moods and emotions, job satisfaction, work related flow, as well as other positive 
psychological states.  In addition, this research has shown that episodes of task 
engagement at work are potentially, no different to episodes of work-related flow.  
Further research of course must confirm this. 
In regards to the examination of antecedents and consequences of engaging 
episodes at work, this research has provided significant additional information.  In 
respect of antecedents, this research has confirmed Kahn’s (1990) original research, in 
that, in order to be engaged people must be psychologically available, find the task 
meaningful and must feel safe in order to engage.  However it also showed new 
psychological and situational antecedents to engagement.  In addition, this research 
has contributed to the area of consequences to engagement.  The raft of positive 
emotional responses to episodes of task engagement were substantial and constitute a 
rich, fruitful area for further research with great potential application for worker well-
being. 
The purpose of Study 2 (as follows) is to confirm quantitatively, some of the 
findings from Study 1, particularly as they apply to the scoping of task engagement.  
Study 2 also needs to address the limitations of this qualitative study with regards to 
generalisation of results.  A larger sample size with greater demographic variability to 
test some of the findings of study one, should be employed.  A further purpose of study 
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two is to lend additional clarity to some of the findings from Study 1.  These include 
greater specification of engagement episodes (e.g. timing, frequency and reasons for 
cessation); as well as confirmation of the antecedents and consequences as determined 
in Study 1. 
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Chapter 4:  Study Two – Diary Studies 
The purpose of Study 2 was to provide confirmation of some of the findings from 
Study 1.  Study 1 followed a qualitative approach, as a deep understanding of the research 
problem was required.  Study 2 will use quantitative methods and is designed to further 
investigate some of the outcomes of study 1.  By mixing both quantitative and qualitative 
research, the research should benefit both in breadth and depth of understanding and 
corroboration, while offsetting the weaknesses inherent to using each approach by itself 
(Cavana  et al., 2001).  One of the most beneficial characteristics of conducting mixed 
methods research is the possibility of triangulation, that is, the use of several methods to 
examine the same phenomenon.  Triangulation allows the researcher to identify 
characteristics of a phenomenon more accurately by approaching it from different angles 
using different methods and techniques (Cavana  et al., 2001; Mason, 2006; Silverman, 
2005). 
The object of this thesis was to investigate, in a detailed, contextual manner, the 
fundamentals of episodes of task engagement, as little was known about some of its 
essential features.  In that context, Study 2 is intended to elaborate, clarify and build on the 
findings from Study 1.  This particularly applies to providing additional nuanced 
information regarding the nature of task engagement episodes, as limited information 
currently exists in regards to the timing and frequency of such episodes, or the factors that 
make such episodes end.  In addition a purpose of study 2 is to further examine the 
antecedents and consequences for experiencing episodes of task engagement at work. 
With respect to structure, this chapter firstly provides a review of the literature 
relevant to the specific research questions and hypotheses presented for this study.  The 
research questions and hypotheses were developed from Study 1, and accordingly each will 
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be articulated in the context of Study 1.  The second part of this chapter describes the design 
adopted by this study to achieve the objectives as stated above.  Firstly, the methodology 
used will be discussed, the stages by which the methodology was implemented and the 
research design.  The following sections detail the participants in the study; an overview 
of all the measures used and the procedures followed.  The final sections detail how data 
were analysed, the results obtained, a discussion of the research outcomes, the ethical 
considerations of the research and its potential problems and limitations.  A full discussion 
of the results and the implications of the research will be conducted in the following 
Discussion chapter (Chapter 5). 
Overview of Findings from Study 1. 
To briefly recap, Study 1 found that task engagement has utility when viewed as a 
within-person variable construct.  This view is consistent with the original 
conceptualisation of engagement by Kahn (1990) who saw it as a state that people moved 
in and out of to varying degrees.  Study 1 revealed certain characteristics regarding 
episodes of task engagement.  First, that these episodes were generally no longer than one 
to two hours in duration, and that they were generally terminated by external factors such 
as the end of an allocated period of time.  A key purpose of Study 2 is to obtain additional 
clarity around the nuanced characteristics of an episode of task engagement. 
Study 1 also examined the components of an episode of task engagement.  Kahn 
(1990) did not dwell on what engagement essentially entailed.  Other than describing it as 
the degree to which one involved his or herself into a task or role, his investigation was 
primarily focused on the psychological conditions that enable personal engagement to 
occur.  The majority of subsequent research in the engagement field has been quantitative, 
and limited exploratory research has been conducted to determine the inherent components 
of engagement, however, in the wider literature engagement is generally accepted to 
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comprise three elements; energy, dedication and absorption, and is positioned as the 
conceptual opposite of burnout (Schaufeli  et al., 2002).  Study 1 revealed that task 
engagement, aside from being episodic, was comprised of three distinct factors.  These 
factors were: absorption and loss of objective self-awareness; high cognitive energy; and 
the distortion of time.  Thus, a purpose of Study 2 is to verify whether participants who 
experience task engagement, experience the three factors identified in Study 1. 
Study 1 suggested that there were four main psychological antecedents to becoming 
engaged.  Three of these were consistent with Kahn’s (1990) original findings of Safety, 
Availability and Meaning.  In addition, Study 1 found that Self-efficacy, as a precursor, 
was also important.  Further, Study 1 suggested that there were also situational (task 
related) factors that were also important antecedents to becoming engaged in a task at work.  
These were respectively: challenge; control; and in-task goals and feedback.  Thus, a 
purpose of Study 2 is to verify the psychological and situational antecedents to task 
engagement as identified in Study 1. 
Another key finding from Study 1 involved the proximal consequences of 
engagement: increases in energy/recovery and personal resources.  Some recent research 
in the State Engagement area has shown associations between engagement and recovery 
and resources, but only as it applies to day level engagement (Binnewies & Sonnentag, 
2013; Sonnentag, 2003; Sonnentag, Binnewies, & Mojza, 2008a).  Additional research by 
the same group of researchers (Demerouti  et al., 2011), explored the relationship between 
flow at work and energy and found that it influences energy levels both at work and also at 
the end of the day.  The consequences of task engagement in Study 1 were determined as 
a proximal response to an episode of task engagement at work, and in that context, Study 
2 aims to confirm those results. 
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Study 1 also showed that the personal gains resulting from an episode of engagement 
were enduring, lasting beyond the immediate episode of engagement.  Specifically, 
participants felt that after experiencing an episode of task engagement, that at the end of 
the day they recovered better, and had higher personal resources (i.e., feelings of self-
efficacy and desire for involvement and better relationships with others).  Thus, a purpose 
of this research will also examine the longer term (day level and following day) 
consequences of engaging episodes to assess the capacity for task engagement to affect 
personal resources in a more enduring way.   
The current research contributes to the field of engagement research in several ways.  
First, it will further scope the episodic nature of task engagement.  Second, it will 
investigate the components of task engagement and investigate whether they are 
significantly different to current conceptualisations of engagement components.  Third, it 
will examine whether task engagement shares many of the same attributes as the construct 
of Flow.  Fourth, it will examine task engagement episodes in terms of its role as a 
facilitator of energy and personal resources – both on a proximal and on a longer-term 
basis.  Finally, it will contribute to research in the area of differences between day level 
(i.e., work engagement) and episodic engagement (i.e., task engagement).   
These contributions to the literature are potentially significant to engagement 
research, not only in terms of contributing to the overall understanding of the episodic 
construct of task engagement, but also in the general sense of establishing ways to enhance 
personal well-being at work.   
Characteristics of Task Engagement. 
Engagement was first coined by Kahn (1990) who described it in the context of task 
or role, or “the moments in which people bring themselves into or remove themselves from 
particular task behaviours” (Kahn, 1990, p. 692).  Kahn argued that engagement was 
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transitory, based on certain antecedents and described the extent to which one invested 
oneself in the carrying out of the task or role.  This full investment of the self was described 
as personal engagement. 
Study 1 supported Kahn’s original findings, in that task engagement was shown to 
be readily conceptualised as an episode, rather than a pervasive, stable trait.  With respect 
to timing, Study 1 indicated that episodes of task engagement lasted on average from one 
to two hours in duration.  Study 1 also found that in most cases, the termination of the 
episode was dictated by external events, for example, the scheduled end of a meeting or 
the emergence of other responsibilities.  In addition it was generally observed by 
participants, that an episode of engagement did not / could not last more than a few hours 
even if not terminated as a consequence of external factors.  Very limited information is 
available from the engagement and related literatures that can provide clarity with respect 
to the length and timing of episodes of task engagement therefore it is not possible to 
contextualise this finding in the broader literature.   
With respect to descriptions of engagement, most studies of engagement tend to 
define engagement as comprised of three factors; vigour, absorption and dedication, the 
latter having been operationalised in the Utrecht work engagement scale (UWES) 
(Schaufeli  et al., 2006).  As discussed previously, this generally accepted description of 
engagement was not determined from the basis of original exploratory research, but rather 
resulted from the transplanting of the engagement construct onto the already established 
construct of burnout.  The three engagement factors were placed as opposites to the burnout 
factors of exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy.  
In the absence of literature, Study 1 strived to establish the factors that comprised an 
episode of task engagement at work.  Even Kahn (1990), stopped at the point of 
establishing that engagement represented the moments in which people invested in their 
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roles at work.  He did not go beyond establishing what that investment specifically 
consisted of.  Study 2 therefore, seeks to provide some clarity to this area.   
 
Study 1 found that task engagement was different to the generally accepted definition 
of engagement of vigor, energy and dedication (Schaufeli  et al., 2002), and was much 
more similar to the factors found in the construct of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) which 
is broadly defined as the “holistic sensation that people feel when they act with total 
involvement” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 36).  According to flow theory, flow is an 
optimal experience in which attention focuses on a specific stimuli or task to the point 
where a sense of self in the external world disappears and where the reward for such 
involvement is intrinsic, based on meaning rather than any external motivation (Nakamura 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 90).   
Specifically, Study 1 found that episodes of task engagement were comprised of three 
factors (other than being episodic).  These three factors were consistent in over 90% of 
participant’s descriptions of episodes of task engagement.  They included: absorption and 
loss of objective self-awareness; high cognitive/mental energy (vigour); and a distortion of 
time. 
The current study then, seeks to further explore the findings from Study 1 in respect 
of the conceptualisation of an episode of task engagement.  Specifically, this study seeks 
to examine the transitory or episodic nature of task engagement with respect to the length 
of task engagement episodes experienced, how many episodes people tend to experience 
during the course of a day, the reason for the termination or cessation of the episode, and 
confirmation of descriptions of an episode of task engagement.   
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The following research questions are all derived from the results of study 1, and 
represent a more detailed breakdown of the overall RQ1 (What comprises an episode of 
task engagement at work?)  Accordingly, the following research questions are proposed: 
 
RQ1 (a): What is the average duration of an episode of task engagement?  
RQ1 (b): How many episodes of task engagement do people experience during the 
course of a day, and further, of a week? 
RQ1 (c): What commonly causes an episode of task engagement to cease? 
RQ1 (d): What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement? 
Antecedents to Task Engagement. 
Kahn’s original research (1990) included three preconditions to engagement that 
generalised across each work situation.  In essence, he found that people subconsciously 
asked themselves three questions before determining the extent to which they could involve 
themselves in a work task.  These three questions included:  How safe is it for me to involve 
myself fully?  How meaningful is the task for me?  And, how available am I, in terms of 
my personal and work resources to involve myself in the task?  These three preconditions 
essentially determined to what extent people could invest themselves fully in the task and 
thus become engaged.  
Engagement research post-Kahn (i.e., since 1990) has largely ignored the role of 
preconditions to engagement.  The exception to this has been in the area of work recovery 
research (Rich  et al., 2010; Salanova  et al., 2010; Sonnentag  et al., 2012), which found 
that recovery both facilitated engagement at work and prevented recovery loss.  May et al. 
(2004) also confirmed Kahn’s research and showed that all three psychological conditions 
(safety, availability and meaning) exhibited significant positive relations with engagement.  
Nevertheless, on the whole, pre-conditions to engagement have not been a focus of 
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academic engagement research.  Consultancy firms offer some information in respect of 
factors that create engagement.  Gallup (Harter  et al., 2013) for instance, in its annual 
engagement survey, asks respondents a series of 12 questions to establish their level of 
engagement, which is defined as “emotionally invested in and focused on creating value 
for their organizations every day” (p .3).  The 12 questions tend to establish whether 
individual needs are being met (i.e., acknowledgement, career planning, resources, 
connection with others and utilisation of strengths).  
Study 1 replicated Khan’s three preconditions of safety, availability, and meaning.  
In addition, Study 1 also found that self-efficacy was an important precondition to the 
ability to be engaged.  The following hypothesis reflects the fact that immediately prior to 
being engaged, participants will have high levels of safety, availability, meaning and self-
efficacy.  Therefore hypothesis one will be as follows: 
H1: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have 
high proximal levels of Safety, Availability, Meaning and Self-efficacy 
(SAMS).  
Study 1 also indicated that there were situational antecedents that were an important 
pre-condition to being engaged.  Thus hypothesis two will assess the finding that prior to 
being engaged, participants will have high levels of challenge, control and feedback, as 
follows: 
H2: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have 
high proximal levels of Challenge/skills, control and in-task feedback.  
 
Consequences of Task Engagement. 
The majority of research into engagement has focused on positive work-related 
outcomes.  And in fact much of the appeal of the construct has been driven by its 
 Chapter 4: Study 2 – Diary Studies 191 
association with bottom-line results (Macey & Schneider, 2008b).  For example, the 
engagement literature has found associations between engagement and positive 
organisational outcomes such as: organisational commitment (Hakanen et al., 2006; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004); personal initiative (Salanova & Schaufeli, 2008); discretionary 
effort (Bakker, Demerouti, & Verbeke, 2004) and increased organisational performance 
(Salanova et al., 2005a; Xanthopoulou, Bakker, Demerouti, & Schaufeli, 2009).  
Other recent studies of  work-related flow, have shown flow to be also associated 
with positive organisational outcomes, such as: job satisfaction (Bryce & Haworth, 2002); 
recovery (Debus  et al., 2014); self-efficacy (Salanova  et al., 2006); job performance in 
the presence of  Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) motivating job characteristics; (Demerouti, 
2006); greater positive mood, task interest, and performance (Eisenberger  et al., 2005); 
job resources (Mäkikangas  et al., 2010) as well as the ability to act like a contagion and 
influence other people {Bakker, 2005 #616.  
While researchers have established a compelling relationship between engagement 
(and flow) and positive organisational outcomes, much less research has been conducted 
in terms of consequences of work engagement with respect to personal benefits related to 
psychological health and well-being.  Study 1 found that experiencing episodes of task 
engagement at work resulted in strong proximal consequences: specifically experienced as 
increases in energy/recovery (a feeling of being energised and recovered) and personal 
resources.  Personal resources identified included; an increased sense of achievement and 
self-efficacy; a buffer for stress and positive reframing; optimism; and a higher a desire for 
involvement and improved relationships with others.   
While Study 1 showed that the consequences of engagement were elicited as a 
proximal response to task engagement at work, Study 2 seeks to confirm these proximal 
consequences.  It will also examine the longer term (day level and following morning) 
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consequences of engaging episodes to assess the capacity for task engagement to affect 
energy and personal resources in a more enduring way.   
Energy/recovery. 
In Study 1 it was determined that intense periods of task engagement at work, rather 
than depleting energy and resources, in fact appeared to have the opposite effect.  
Specifically, Study 1 showed that after an episode of task engagement, participants’ felt 
highly energised, and further that the energy remained until long after the episode.   
Studies of energy expenditure or depletion have generally focused on strategies to 
recover, once depletion has occurred as a consequence of periods of hard work.  Studies 
have specifically focused on the nature of work breaks and their role in recovery.  As an 
example, a study by Sonnentag and Bakker et al, (2012) showed that morning recovery 
level predicted work engagement and work engagement predicted subsequent recovery 
level at the end of the workday after controlling for morning recovery level.  The results 
suggested that appropriate recovery translates into employee work engagement and work 
engagement in turn, prevents a loss in recovery level throughout the day, particularly when 
situational constraints are low.  Situational constraints seem to interrupt the reciprocal 
processes between recovery level and work engagement.  Further, a study by Demerouti {, 
2011 #509} examined whether flow experienced at work influenced the energy that 
individuals had at the end of the day.  The research  found that absorption and intrinsic 
motivation were positively related to vigour – both at home and at work, and that enjoyment 
was positively related to vigour and low exhaustion, both at work and at the end of the 
day (Demerouti  et al., 2011).  
These results are in line with Fredrickson’s (1998, 2001) work, which would suggest 
that flow—which generates positive emotions at work (Bakker, 2005, 2008)—would be 
related to more energy and less exhaustion on the basis it builds personal resources and 
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assists successful recovery from stressors and energy-depleting events  (Fredrickson, 2001; 
Fredrickson & Levenson, 1998).  Likewise, as flow is a highly motivating state, it may 
be expected to consume less energy resources and in fact, replenish affective resources 
(Trougakos & Hideg, 2009).  In respect of task engagement, if episodes of engagement 
were viewed generally as episodes of positive affect, then this may explain why task 
engagement does not appear to deplete resources, but conversely, appears to supplement 
them, as found in Study 1. 
As indicated, Study 1 found that rather than depleting energy as one might expect, 
episodes of intense task engagement had an energy supplementing effect.  In the immediate 
after-effects of an engaging episode, participants found that they were energised rather than 
depleted and generally experienced a strong sense of energy, enthusiasm and motivation.  
Therefore, Study 2 will seek to confirm the results from Study 1.  Specifically, this study 
will examine whether episodes of task engagement may be experienced by the individual 
in much the same way as an episode of positive affect, and in that sense, leave them more 
energised than prior to the episode.  To that end:    
H3: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have high 
proximal ratings on energy/recovery. 
Personal resources. 
 
Notably, Study 1 showed that engagement episodes resulted in the accrual of personal 
resources, specifically, an increased sense of achievement and self-efficacy; a buffer for 
stress through down-regulation of lingering negative emotions; higher quality relationships 
with others and higher organisational involvement or approach behaviour.   
Studies done under the banner of positive affect, have found that experiences of 
positive affect contribute significantly to the development of personal resources.  For 
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example, studies have shown that episodes of positive affect; improves scope of attention 
(Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Rowe, Hirsch, & Anderson, 2005); broadens behavioural 
repertoires (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005); increases intuition (Bolte, Goschke, & Kuhl, 
2003); and increases creativity (Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987).  In addition, studies 
have shown that positive emotions predict resilience to negative experiences and in fact 
down-regulate the impact of negative experiences—and in doing so, offer a buffer to stress 
and adversity (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). 
In general, studies on positive affect have shown that the experience of positive 
emotions provides effective adaptive responses by broadening people’s momentary 
thought-action repertoires and builds on their physical, intellectual, social, and 
psychological resources (Fredrickson, 1998, 2005).  And as stated earlier, the broaden-and-
build theory has found evidence that positive emotions have the additional ability to 
physiologically down-regulate lingering negative emotions (Fredrickson & Levenson, 
1998; Fredrickson, Mancuso, Branigan, & Tugade, 2000) and to trigger upward spirals of 
emotional well-being (Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002).  In this context the experience of 
positive emotions has been shown to not only help build resilience and other resources but 
provides a buffer for stresses and energy draining experiences  (Waugh, Fredrickson, & 
Taylor, 2008). 
In recent engagement studies, personal resources such as self-efficacy and resilience, 
have been shown to directly influence work engagement, which in turn influences positive 
organisational outcomes such as discretionary effort, customer loyalty and enhanced 
performance (Bakker & Sanz-Vergel, 2013; Salanova  et al., 2005; Salanova  et al., 2010; 
Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).   
Study 1 also showed that experiencing episodes of engagement at work impacted on 
participants approach seeking behaviour.  In other words, participants who experienced an 
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engaging episode at work were more inclined to seek opportunities for further work 
involvement.  They were more interested in general events at work not related specifically 
to the task and felt a stronger sense of ownership or identity of the work place. 
Evidence from the field of positive affect has shown that individuals who experience 
episodes of positive affect are impelled to engage with their environments and participate 
in activities generally considered adaptive for the individual.  Approach behaviour has been 
described as “an appetitive system of behavioural approach rather than avoidance or 
indecision: it directs organisms towards situations and experiences that potentially may 
yield pleasure and reward” (Watson, Wiese, Vaidya, & Tellegen, 1999).  Research 
conducted into approach behaviour considers that the positive feeling states associated with 
periods of positive affect (i.e., engagement) appears to serve as both a motivator and a 
reward for goal directed behaviours.  Put differently, the enhanced feelings of energy and 
vigour increase an individual’s sense of self-efficacy in terms of performing the behaviours 
as well as the expectation that the behaviours will be rewarded. 
Another area of positive affect determined from Study 1 involves positive 
relationships.  At this point in time there is limited research conducted with regard to 
engagement episodes and relationships with colleagues and family and friends.  Similarly, 
it is difficult to find information relating to positive affect and its impact on relationships.  
Conversely there is a great deal of research showing the inverse impact of the benefit of 
positive relationships on happiness and well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 
Finally, Study 1 found that the experience of having a task engagement episode at 
work tended to result in people wanting to communicate with others and also appeared to 
change the nature of their relating.  The overall impact of higher levels of optimism and 
happiness tended to directly translate into relationships with others at work which involved 
more energy and interest in relating with others both at work and at home. 
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In light of the findings from Study 1 and the evidence from the field of positive affect, 
Hypothesis 4 will be: 
H4: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have high 
proximal ratings on personal resources (optimism, self-efficacy; stress buffering/positive 
framing; approach behaviour and better relationships) 
Day level consequences. 
Hypotheses 3 and 4, as noted above, reflect the fact that task engagement episodes at 
work results in proximal increases in energy/recovery and in personal resources.  What 
remains unclear at this point is whether these increases are sustainable at least on a short-
term basis.  As indicated by the results of Study 1, gains in personal resources and positive 
affect lasted well beyond the period of task engagement.  Participants agreed that the 
positive gains were enduring, at least until the end of the day.  This short-term enduring 
affect has been referred to by Fredrickson (2002) as a spiral effect. 
A study by Fredrickson and Joiner (2002) showed that positive emotions not only 
made people feel good but also increased the chances that people would feel good into the 
future.  In other words the experience of positive emotions, by broadening the thinking, 
created an upward spiral effect.  They found that positive emotions tend to accumulate and 
compound and that the psychological broadening experienced as a consequence of a 
positive emotion, meant that individuals would find positive meaning in subsequent events 
and therefore experience additional positive emotions.  Further, this upward spiral over 
time was able to continuously build psychological resources.   
 
Study 1 likewise found that the experience of an engaging episode at work tended to 
have consequences that were more enduring than simply a very short-term proximal 
response.  For example, participants consistently reported coming home happier and 
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therefore engaging more readily with family members or others in a more positive, 
inclusive and upbeat way.  Thus, the positive after-effects of an episode of task engagement 
lasted at least until the end of the day and were directly responsible for the quality of 
positive mood taken home from work. 
As there is no current evidence to suggest how long the effect of such episodes of 
engagement last in terms of energy/recovery, positive affect and personal resources, this 
study is also interested in individual levels of recovery and personal resource levels at the 
end of the workday.  The end of the workday in this case reflects the amount of resources 
that remain after having worked the whole day, potentially sometime after the engagement 
episode has occurred.  Therefore the following hypotheses will be; 
H5: On days participants experience an episode of task engagement they will have 
higher end of day energy/recovery than on days they experience no episodes of task 
engagement. 
H6: On days participants experience an episode of task engagement they will have 
higher end of day personal resources than on days they experience no episode of task 
engagement. 
In order to extend the examination of the possibility of enduring gains from 
experiencing episodes of engagement, measures will also be taken the following morning 
to determine if gains exist to the following day, thereby setting up the following day for 
more positive experiences (thus creating a spiral effect).  Therefore the following 
hypothesis proposes:  
H7: The morning after a day in which participants experience an episode of task 
engagement they will have higher levels of energy/recovery than on  mornings after days 
they had experienced no episode of task engagement. 
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H8: The morning after a day in which participants experience an episode of task 
engagement they will have higher levels of personal resources than on mornings after days 
they had experienced no episode of task engagement. 
Methodology and Research Design 
Research Design. 
In Study 2, surveys in the format of an electronic diary survey were designed and 
administered to participants.  In a typical diary study, participants provide data over several 
days or sometimes weeks (Fuller  et al., 2003; Teuchmann, Totterdell, & Parker, 1999b) .  
Often, diary studies have several measurement occasions per day, allowing study 
participants to report events, affective states and cognitions in close temporal proximity to 
their actual occurrence.  As a consequence, retrospection bias is reduced.  In addition, 
diaries are often completed within participants’ everyday environments, for instance, at 
their workplace or in their home, allowing for an ecologically valid assessment.  The basic 
features of diary studies are very similar to typical features of experience-sampling 
methods (ESM).  One distinction may be seen in the frequency of assessments.  ESM 
studies often have more frequent and similar assessments during the course of a day (i.e., 
the same set of questions are asked at several measurement occasions during the day), 
whereas diary studies often ask different sets of questions at the various measurement 
occasions throughout a day and repeat these sets of questions over several days.  However, 
as there is a broad overlap between the ESM methodology and the diary approach, the diary 
method may be seen as a specific type of experience-sampling method (Binnewies & 
Sonnentag, 2013). Diary studies collect multiple measures per person.  This allows for 
analyses of changes in variables of interest over time and the examination of within-person 
variability (Binnewies & Sonnentag, 2013) which is of interest in this study. 
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Traditionally, diary data have been collected using paper-based instruments.  Though  
more recently, researchers have used electronic diaries in the form of hand-held computers 
(Binnewies, Sonnentag, & Mojza, 2009) and smartphones (Courvoisier, Eid, Lischetzke, 
& Schreiber, 2010; Song, Foo, & Uy, 2008),  A methodological contribution of this thesis 
was the development of an electronic diary survey tool.  Emails, with links to the survey, 
were sent to participants three times daily and participants were able to access multiple 
devices (computers, laptops, smartphones, iPads, etc.) at their convenience to complete the 
surveys. 
Diary designs can be used to examine a wide range of research questions, 
disentangling both within-person and between-person processes and their interplay.  From 
a theoretical perspective, diary designs are also useful for illuminating the temporal 
dynamics of processes, and how these unfold over time, for example within a day or from 
one day to another (Binnewies & Sonnentag, 2013).  Of specific relevance to this study, 
diary design is useful for uncovering information relating to the dynamics of task 
engagement. 
Participants. 
Since this research was not attempting to generalise about who may be engaged, but 
rather was focussed on the why and how task engagement occurs, a snowball sampling 
approach was used.  Participants were recruited by using contact lists on LinkedIn.  
Participants came from a variety of industries (public sector, academia, education, 
administration, consulting, corporate and health and fitness).  Subjects were approached 
via an email on LinkedIn.  Information about the project and a request for interested 
participants to contact me by email was included in the information.  Those people, who 
expressed an interest in participating, were subsequently contacted directly by email and 
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provided further information about the study including time and commitment expectations 
and ethical information. 
Participants were initially asked to complete an initial general survey (Time 1) which 
provided information about the project and collected demographic information.  This 
survey was completed on-line and returned one week prior to the study period.  
Participants were then asked to complete three daily surveys over a five day working 
week period.  These surveys were administered electronically through Key Survey (the 
Queensland University of Technology Survey system) and were able to be completed on 
both desk computers and hand-held devices (e.g., smart phones, iPads).  The surveys 
arrived in the form of an email with an attached link to the survey.  Three different surveys 
with specific timeframes were administered daily.  The surveys were administered over a 
five day period (Monday–Friday).  On average participants completed the morning survey 
at 7 a.m., the afternoon survey at 4 p.m., and the end of day survey at 8 p.m.  All surveys 
were completed during a single work week (i.e., Monday to Friday).   
Sample characteristics differed slightly from daily survey to daily survey (16 surveys 
in all).  The Time 1 survey, which is representative of the surveys in general, was comprised 
of 196 participants.  There were 101 males (51.5%) and 95 females (48.5%).The 
participants came from a broad range of occupational backgrounds, with participants 
coming from the public sector (38.8%), private sector (23%), consulting sector (16.8%), 
Not for profit Sector (7.1%), Academic / Education Sector (7.1%), Health Sector (4.2%) 
and the Services Sector (1.5%).  
The modal age range was 46-55 years of age (33.7%), followed by 36-45 years of 
age (32.1%).  Other represented age ranges were: 26-35 (16.3%); 56-65 (13.8%); 66 and 
older (2%); 20-25 (1.5%); and less than 20 (.5%). 
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Of participants, 55.5% occupied management positions, 29.1% were professional 
staff (i.e., architects, academics); 9.7% were self-employed; 6.1 % were administrative 
staff; 2% were trades and technical staff, and 2.6% were self-nominated as “other”. 
In respect of educational background, 60.7% of participants had a post-graduate 
degree, 27.7% held a Bachelor’s degree, and together these two groups comprised 88.3% 
of the sample, 5.6% had a diploma, 3.6% had trade or technical training, and the remaining 
2.5% had high school or some high school education.  
Finally, 74% were employed full time with 19.4% self-employed.  Of the sample, 
48.5% described themselves as having a moderate level of external, non-work related 
commitments (i.e., sports, church, study), 25% had external commitments that were 
“substantial” and 26.5% had commitments that were “low”.  Participants who had personal 
non-work responsibilities that were “moderate”, (e.g., primary carer for several children 
and/or relative with high needs) comprised 50.5%.  Those with low personal commitments 
were 40.8% and 8.2% had substantial personal commitments.  Thirty seven percent of 
participants were part of a two person family; 18% had four people in their responsible 
family unit, 17% had 3 people, 20.1% lived alone, and 7.2% had five or more people for 
whom they were responsible. 
In broadly profiling the sample, it can be seen that the sample is spread quite widely 
in terms of occupational sectors.  However, it is highly educated (the majority having 
graduate or post graduate qualifications), tends towards the higher occupational positions 
and is predominantly in the 35-55 year age range (around 56% of the sample).   
Procedure and Timeline. 
Prior to the commencement of the surveys, a pilot survey was conducted, consisting 
of a Time 1 survey and then 3 daily surveys (i.e., morning, afternoon, and evening).  Pilot 
participants (n =10) were requested to provide feedback on the measures and processes of 
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completing the surveys.  A key finding from the pilot study indicated that in the daily 
surveys, there was too much repetition, and this impacted on response rate for the 
participants.  The decision was taken to reduce the number of items.  A second pilot was 
administered on this basis and was considered significantly more user-friendly.  It was 
understood that the reduction in items would impact on the efficacy of the measures, but 
the impact on user-friendliness, time efficiency and response rate was considered more 
important. 
During Phase 1, participants first responded to the Time 1 survey one week prior to 
the commencement of the daily surveys.  This survey assessed demographic information. 
During Phase 2, participants were asked to respond to three daily online surveys for 
a period of five working days (Monday–Friday).  Three surveys were administered, 
separated throughout the day to make the causal ordering of the constructs as plausible as 
possible and to reduce the amount of responsibilities that occur when using concurrent 
assessment (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003).  The first daily survey had 
to be completed prior to starting work (in the morning).  It was designed to capture morning 
levels of personal resources and positive affect, in order to assess the impact of task 
engagement from the previous day.  The second (main) survey was designed to be 
completed at 4 p.m. towards the end of the work day, in order to capture episode level 
information (i.e., recent episodes of task engagement).  This survey also assessed proximal 
antecedents and consequences of the episode of task engagement.  The third survey was 
administered at 8 p.m. in the evening and was designed to capture day levels of 
consequences, specifically, personal resources and levels of energy/recovery.  Copies of 
all questionnaires are located in Appendices 2, 3 and 4. 
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Measures. 
Data were collected at the episode level and day level as indicated above.  Table 5 
shows the correlations between study variables.  Participants provided most of their 
responses in Likert-scale format with 1 being the highest score and 5 being the lowest.  The 
actual responses varied according to the question but all daily engagement scales consisted 
of five point Likert scales. 
General questionnaire prior to daily surveys (Time 1). 
A general questionnaire was administered one week before the daily diary surveys 
were administered.  This was a short, five minute survey designed to establish some general 
details about the participants in the research.  This was important for understanding general 
trends and how the different experiences of people in different sub-groups (e.g., younger 
staff or staff with extensive external commitments) were affected in their capacity to be 
engaged at work.  General demographic questions relating to age, gender, education, family 
size and commitments, organisational position and tenure, job sector and job type, were 
administered.  
Day level measures. 
 
Day level data was collected in the morning and at the end of the work day.  The 
morning survey collected data consisting of measures of safety, availability, meaning and 
self-efficacy.  Items were adapted from May (2004) for the constructs of psychological 
safety, availability, meaning and self-efficacy.  Two items were used for each of these 
constructs with the exception of availability, in which case, one item was provided for work 
related availability “I have the time to plan properly and have all information I need to do 
my work; and one item was provided for personal availability: “I am confident that I have 
the energy and resources to deal with problems that come up at work”.  Both of these items 
were adapted from May’s (2004) psychological antecedents measure (α = .85).  Cronbach’s 
 204 Chapter 4: Study 2 – Diary Studies  
alpha and samples of items for the remaining constructs in this research were as follows.  
Safety: “I am safe and secure, and free to express my opinions at work” (α = .79); Meaning: 
“The work that I do is personally meaningful to me” (α = .83); and self-efficacy: “I believe 
I have the skills necessary to perform well in my job” (α = .88). 
In addition, measures of recovery/energy and personal resources were also collected 
in both the morning and evening surveys. 
Morning (following day) measures. 
The objective of the morning measure was to establish levels of recovery/energy and 
personal resources.  The purpose of these questions was to determine the impact of task 
engagement episodes from the previous day on energy and personal resources.   
Recovery/energy.  
Recovery/energy levels were assessed with two items slightly modified from a 
measure developed by Sonnentag and Kruel (2006) which is designed to assess momentary 
state of recovery and energy.  An example question is: “This morning, I feel mentally 
recovered and ready to work.” 
Personal resources. 
Five questions were also implemented to assess the morning level of personal 
resources (self-efficacy; stress buffering/positive framing; opportunity seeking/org 
involvement; optimism and quality of relationships).  These were as follows: “I am 
confident about my ability to do my job today” (strongly agree-strongly disagree); “How 
would you describe the level of stress you are feeling right now?”  (insignificant–extreme); 
“I really enjoy my job and will seize any opportunities for further involvement in my job 
or organisation today if possible” (strongly agree-strongly disagree); “How would 
you describe the quality of your relationships, both inside and outside of work?”  (poor - 
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excellent);  and: “How optimistic do you feel right now?” (Not at all - very).  These 
questions were purposely designed for the project. 
End of day Measure. 
In order to assess the effect of episodes of task engagement on day level 
consequences of engagement, a short end of day questionnaire was delivered.  It consisted 
of questions designed to assess end of day levels of energy/recovery and personal 
resources.  These questions were the same as those asked in the morning, though the 
reference to time of day was changed, that is, “this evening” was used rather than “this 
morning”. 
Daily survey – measure of engagement and proximal consequences. 
A questionnaire designed to measure episodes of task engagement as well as its 
proximal consequences, was administered daily each afternoon at 4 p.m. and participants 
were given a four hour timeframe to complete the measure.  The measure consisted of 
questions designed to assess how many episodes of task engagement had occurred.  Then 
participants were advised to select one episode (to minimise survey time) and identify how 
long the episode was, and what factors comprised the episode, as well as proximal 
antecedents and consequences of the episode of task engagement.   
Proximal antecedents.  
Proximal antecedents were tested (levels of safety, availability, meaning self-
efficacy, challenge, control and in-task goals and feedback).  The questions were adaptions 
of the questions asked in the Morning survey (see above), though adapted to reflect their 
proximal status, specifically, how participants felt immediately prior to the episode, that is, 
“I was not afraid to express my opinions”.    
Questions designed to assess the situational antecedents were developed for this 
project on the basis that no similar measure currently exists.  Questions were designed to 
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assess challenge skills; control and in-task goals and feedback. Questions designed were as 
follows; (challenge) “The task/situation was challenging and I had to employ all of my 
skills to keep on top of it”.  (Control)  I had a high amount of influence to shape or control 
the task/episode.  (In-task goals and feedback)  “I could sense how well I was performing, 
and was able to change my strategy accordingly”.  Responses in all three question options 
ranged from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree). 
Engagement questions. 
Questions were asked of participants as to whether they had experienced an 
engagement episode.  In the event that they answered “yes”, they were asked a series of 
questions about the episode(s) of engagement.  These included questions relating to: the 
number of episodes; the duration of episodes; the cessation of episodes as well as open-
ended question to gather further clarification if required.  In the event they answered “no”, 
then they were directed to the end of the questionnaire. 
Participants were then asked to choose one of the episodes (if they had more than 
one) and were asked to identify the strength of each of the components of the engaging 
episode.  These components were based on the three factors of engagement identified in 
Study 1; Absorption and lack of self- awareness; High cognitive liveliness and efficiency; 
and a distorted sense of time.  An example of some of the items includes: “My attention 
was completely focused on what I was doing, I wasn't aware of anything else”; or “I did 
things spontaneously and automatically without having to think about how I was doing it.”  
Participants used a five point Likert scale format to assess these factors.  Answers ranged 
from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree).  The questions were developed specifically 
for the purpose of this survey, given that no current survey exists with factors identified 
from this particular research project. 
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Proximal Consequences. 
Proximal consequences were assessed with questions designed to establish the 
proximal improvements, immediately after the engagement episode with respect to 
energy/recovery and personal resources.  On a scale ranging from 1 (much lower) to 6 
(much better than before), participants were asked to rate each of the factors hypothesised; 
such as (a) my level of mental energy (brimming with ideas.  Five questions covering the 
two areas were asked.  Once again these questions were purpose designed for this specific 
survey and can be found at Appendix 2. 
Results 
Strategy of Analyses. 
The data for this project were collected at the episode level (e.g., task engagement 
episodes), and at the day level (with day specific measures of safety, availability, meaning 
self-efficacy, challenge, control and feedback); as well as consequences including; 
energy/recovery, and personal resources).  To test the hypotheses, various procedures were 
used predominantly one sample and paired t-tests.  SPSS was used to analyse these data. 
Data cleaning. 
Results of the evaluation of the assumptions of normality of sampling distributions, 
linearity, homogeneity of variance, homogeneity of regression, and reliability of covariates 
were satisfactory.  These data were also screened for the presence of outliers.  A score was 
considered to be outlier if it was three or more standard deviations above or below the mean 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014).  No outliers were detected. 
Missing data. 
The surveys were administered through Key survey which has the capacity to ensure 
participants complete all questions provided (i.e., the survey will not enable them to move 
on until all questions have been answered).  Therefore missing data did not eventuate if 
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participants completed the survey when administered.  Participants were required to 
complete surveys 3 times daily for five days.  There were instances when whole surveys 
were not completed.  Where participants were unable to provide surveys for at least two 
full survey days (or at least six survey occasions), they were excluded from the analyses.  
Thirteen participants were removed on this basis.  This was considered a relatively small 
number and not critical to the analyses and so was considered an acceptable way to deal 
with missing data (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2014, p. 105).  After deletion of cases with 
substantial missing data, 196 cases remained. 
In the remaining included cases, there were days where participants may have only 
completed two surveys, or cases where participants were either not engaged at work, or 
where they were not at work on that day.  In these cases, participants were directed to the 
end of the survey.  Missing data in these events were identified and converted to system 
missing data (i.e., 99 for simply missing; 88 for not engaged at work today; and 77 for not 
working today).  In this way, SPSS was able to perform computations that handled missing 
data by omitting the missing values.  
Descriptives. 
Table 5 presents the correlations among the study variables for the Daily Engagement 
Survey on Day 1.  The pattern for subsequent days (days 2-5) were similar.  Analyses 
showed that all variables were strongly correlated in the expected direction.  Antecedents 
were correlated with the descriptive components of engagement.  In addition, descriptive 
components of engagement were correlated with engagement outcomes and antecedents 
were also correlated with engagement outcomes. 
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Table 5   
Means, Standard Deviations and Inter-correlations among all variables (n=830) 
Mean SD episodes Ant 1 Ant 2 Ant 3 Ant 4 Sit Ant 1 Sit Ant 2 Sit Ant 3 Ep D 1 Ep D 2 Ep D 3 Cons 1 Cons 2 Cons 3 Cons 4 Cons 5
How many episodes 2.31 1.46
Ant- 1 meaningful 4.17 0.77 0.06
Ant- 2 safety 4.27 0.69 0.01 .45**
Ant 3- availability 4.27 0.62 0.02 .35** .49**
Ant 4- self efficacy 4.33 0.61 -0.01 .37** .49** .67**
Sit Ant 1- challenge 3.99 0.89 .08* .36** .23** .12** .08*
Sit Ant 2- shaping 4.31 0.74 -0.01 .26** .27** .23** .29** .31**
Sit Ant 3 –goals insitu 4.09 0.71 0.05 .30** .25** .27** .24** .33** .44**
Ep Des 1- focus 4.29 0.75 0.01 .28** .22** .30** .31** .27** .31** .50**
Ep Des 2- efficiency 4.11 0.73 0.05 .32** .21** .27** .28** .45** .46** .37** .33**
Ep Des 3-time distort 4.27 0.73 .10** .35** .28** .26** .27** .46** .39** .37** .31** .52**
Cons 1- energy 3.8 0.81 -0.04 .17** .19** .17** .17** .22** .18** -.27** .23** .28** .27**
Cons 2- relationships 3.81 0.72 -0.07 .15** .20** .19** .17** .17** .21** -.25** .20** .25** .18** .57**
Cons 3- self-efficacy 3.9 0.72 -0.04 .17** .12** .15** .16** .20** .22** -.26** .18** .30** .20** .60** .68**
Cons 4– fully recovered 3.72 0.73 -0.06 .14** .16** .21** .20** .20** .20** -.27** .24** .29** .20** .59** .69** .74**
Cons 5 -  involvement 3.86 0.75 -.08* .17** .16** .17** .15** .19** .20** -.22** .18** .25** .20** .65** .71** .69** .73**
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Research Questions Analysis 
 
Characteristics of an episode of task engagement. 
 
RQ1 (a): What is the duration of an episode of task engagement?  
Episodes of task engagement mostly lasted between 30 minutes and 1 hour in 
length (40.6%) (See table 6).  Episodes lasting less than 30 minutes in duration were 
31.9%, and episodes lasting between 1 and 1 hr 30 min were 11.5%.  In other words 
72.5% of episodes lasted less than 1 hour.  Longer time frames were substantially less 
prevalent as can be seen in Table 6 below. 
 
Table 6   
Duration of an Episode of Task Engagement 
 
Total No of episodes 
across 5 days 
% of total number of 
episodes 
0-30m 681 31.9% 
31m-1hr 868 40.6% 
1.01-1.30 245 11.5% 
1.31-2hrs 199 9.3% 
2.01-2.30 25 1.2% 
2.31-3hrs 64 3.0% 
3.01-3.30 10 0.5% 
3.31-4hrs 23 1.1% 
4.01-4.30 11 0.5% 
more than 4.5 hours 10 0.5% 
Total (excluding blank) 2136 100.0% 
 
Note:  Participants reported multiple episodes (up to 5) during each day, hence the 
large number of total episodes reported in the table above. 
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RQ1 (b): How many episodes of task engagement do people experience during 
the course of a day, and further, of a week? 
In Study 1, no specific question was asked in respect of the frequency of episodes 
of task engagement typically experienced by individuals over the course of a day or a 
week.  Nevertheless information emerging generally from the interviews indicated that 
participants experienced task engagement episodes, broadly ranging from two or three 
per day to one or two per week.  An examination of the literature was unable to find 
any supporting information to provide any guidance or clarification for these results.  
As the nuanced characteristics of task engagement episodes remain unexplored, and 
little remains known about the nature of these episodes in terms of their frequency, it 
was of interest to determine if any such patterns were revealed in Study 2 
Overall, results from Study 2 showed that 89% of participants experienced at 
least one episode of task engagement, and further, that 46.8% of participants 
experienced on average, between 1 and 2 episodes of task engagement per day (See 
table 7).  Forty two percent experienced more than 3 per day.  Only 11% of the sample 
experienced no task engagement episodes on any given day (See table 9).  Table 8 
shows how many cases of task engagement occurred per day (over the five day period) 
which indicated that the modal number was 2. 
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Table 7   
Episodes of Task Engagement Occurring during the Day (over the 5 day period) 
 
How many episodes of task engagement occurred today?  Total 
1  172 
2  195 
3  156 
4 88 
5 or more  87 
Yes at work but experienced no task engagement  86 
Not at work  51 
 
Table 8   
Number of Episodes per day, Frequency and Percentage of Participants. 
 
Average number of task 
engagement episodes per day 
Frequency count 
of participants 
Percentage of 
Participants 
0.2‐1  64  31.1% 
1.2‐2  77  37.4% 
2.2‐3  39  18.9% 
3.2‐4  21  10.2% 
4.2‐5  5 2.4% 
Total  206  100.0% 
 
Table 9   
Number of Episodes Experienced During a Day 
 
Percentage of Sample Total 
Percentage of sample who had an engaged episode 89.0% 
Percentage of sample who had 1-2 episodes 46.8% 
Percentage of sample who had more than 3 episodes 42.2% 
Percentage of sample who had no engaged episodes 11.0% 
 100.0% 
Sample (Yes at work and Yes/No for task engagement) 784 
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RQ1 (c): What causes an episode of task engagement to cease? 
Participants were asked to identify the most common reasons for cessation of an 
episode of engagement.  These had previously been identified in Study 1 and tested in 
the pilot of Study 2.  These were defined as: ended naturally (i.e., the task came to a 
natural conclusion); pre-determined end (task was scheduled to end at a particular 
time) and other commitments (e.g., time to pick up a child from school).  The most 
common reason provided for the cessation of an episode of engagement was a pre-
determined end (41.2%).  This was explained as episodes that occurred within 
scheduled work events, such as a meeting or an activity which concluded as 
prearranged.  The termination of the prearranged activity also resulted in the 
termination of the episode of engagement.  The second most common reason for 
cessation was “ended naturally” (27.9%) which referred to having simply completed a 
task or the ceiling of ability to sustain focus with such concentration.  “Additional 
commitments” comprised 21.4% and included, other scheduled meetings, work or 
external commitments.   
People identifying “other” as a reason for ceasing to be engaged was 9.5%.  
Participants were invited (qualitatively) to further explain and the majority of those 
responses (around 70% of the qualitative data) attributed their “cessation” to 
interruptions (by staff members, phone calls, organisational problems etc.).  This was 
reflected in comments such as “interruption by member asking a question” or “staff 
seeking clarification on other matters”.  Please refer to Table 10 for results. 
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Table 10   
Reasons for Cessation of Task Engagement (Total across 5 days) 
 
Total across 5 days Total Total 
Ended naturally 588 27.9% 
Other commitments to attend to 450 21.4% 
Pre-determined end 869 41.2% 
Other 200 9.5% 
Total (excluding blank) 2107 100.0% 
 
 
 
RQ1 (d): What are the characteristics of an episode of task engagement? 
 
As determined in Study 1, Engagement episodes comprised 3 components: 
Absorption and loss of objective self-awareness; High cognitive energy (vigour); and 
distortion of time.   
One sample t-tests were used to examine if the mean score of the task 
engagement episode components: Focus/absorption; cognitive efficiency; and time 
distortion, were significantly higher than 3 (the neutral point).  Results indicated that 
all the scores of the three components were significantly higher than 3.  This indicated 
that on average, participants agreed that the engagement episodes comprised the three 
components.  (Please refer to table 11)  
Participants were also provided with the option of identifying (qualitatively) any 
other characteristics of an engaging episode that were not covered by the three options.  
The qualitative data offered no consistent additional characteristics. 
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Table 11   
Agreement by participants on episode characteristics 
 
Episode Description M SD N T 
Focus/Absorption 4.29 0.75 829 49.33*** 
Cog Efficiency 4.11 0.73 827 43.91*** 
Time distortion 4.27 0.73 829 49.93*** 
***p < .001 
 
 
Antecedents to task engagement. 
 
H1: Participants who experience an engaging episode will have high proximal 
pre-engagement levels of Safety, Availability, Meaning and Self Efficacy (SAMS).  
For observations that had an engaging episode, participants were assessed for 
their pre-engagement levels of safety, availability, meaning and self-efficacy (SAMS).  
Among the 919 observations, 830 reported having episodes of task engagement.  Since 
the neutral point for the item on SAMS was 3, one sample t-tests were used to examine 
if each of the SAMS items were significantly higher than 3, the mid-point.  Results 
from t-tests indicated that all SAMS measures were significantly higher than 3.  This 
indicated that participants did have a high level of SAMS, prior to the engaging 
episodes (refer to table 12), supporting hypothesis 1. 
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Table 12   
Assessment of Safety, Availability, Meaning and self-efficacy prior to engagement 
 
 M SD N T 
The work I was doing is 
meaningful to me 4.17 0.77 830 43.99*** 
I was not afraid to express my 
opinions 4.27 0.69 830 53.03*** 
I was confident in my ability to 
handle competing demands in the 
situation. 
4.27 0.62 830 58.58*** 
I was confident generally about 
my ability to do my job. 4.33 0.61 830 62.31*** 
***p < .001 
 
 
H2: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have high 
proximal levels of challenge/skills, control, and in-task feedback.  
For observations that had an engaging episode, participants were also assessed 
for their pre-engagement levels of the proposed situational antecedents of challenge, 
control and in-task feedback.  As per hypothesis 1, to examine if the mean scores of 
situational antecedents, were significantly higher than 3 (the mid-point), one sample t-
tests were used.  Results from t-tests indicated that all situational antecedents were 
significantly higher than 3.  This indicated that participants did have a high levels of 
challenge, control and in-task feedback, prior to the engaging episodes (refer to table 
13), supporting hypothesis 2. 
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Table 13   
Assessment of situational antecedents 
 
Situational 
Antecedents 
M SD N T 
Challenge 3.99 0.89 827 31.71*** 
Control 4.31 0.74 824 50.69*** 
Feedback 4.09 0.71 820 44.05*** 
***p < .001     
Consequences of task engagement. 
 
Study 1 found that there were two key groups of consequences of experiencing 
an episode of task engagement, specifically, energy and personal resources.  In that 
context, hypotheses two to seven were formed to test the findings from Study 1.  
Hypothesis three and four, tested the proximal effects, while hypotheses five to eight 
tested the more distal (evening and next morning) effects.  
Proximal effects  
 
H3: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have high 
proximal ratings on energy/recovery. 
H4: Participants who experience an episode of task engagement will have high 
proximal ratings on personal resources (self-efficacy; stress buffering/positive 
framing; approach behaviour and better relationships) 
One sample t-tests were used to examine if the mean score of the eight measures 
of proximal consequences (relating to energy/recovery and personal resources) of task 
engagement, were greater than 3, the neutral point.  Results indicated that the scores 
of all the eight consequence measures were significantly higher than 3 (see table 14).  
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This indicated that participants reported high levels of energy, optimism, happiness, 
job esteem, self-esteem, organisation involvement, stress buffering and better 
relationships, immediately after an episode of task engagement, supporting hypothesis 
3 and 4. 
 
Table 14   
Proximal (event level) consequences of engagement. 
 
Consequences M SD N T 
Energy     
Level of mental energy 3.80 0.81 830 28.20*** 
Personal Resources     
General level of optimism 3.88 0.74 830 34.32*** 
Sense of happiness with the world 3.81 0.72 829 32.40*** 
Relationships with others 3.81 0.72 829 32.50*** 
Job esteem 3.90 0.72 831 36.11*** 
Self esteem 3.89 0.73 831 35.38*** 
How well I manage stress 3.72 0.73 831 28.69*** 
Willingness to engage with others 3.86 0.75 831 33.04*** 
***p < .001. 
Distal effects  
In order to extend the examination of the possibility of enduring gains from 
experiencing episodes of task engagement, measures were also taken at the end of the 
working day and the next morning to determine if gains existed beyond the immediate 
experience of an episode of task engagement.   
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H5: On days participants experience an episode of task engagement they will 
have higher end of day energy/recovery then on days they experience no episode of 
task engagement. 
H6: On days participants experience an episode of task engagement they will 
have higher end of day personal resources then on days they experience no episode of 
task engagement 
H7: The morning after a day in which participants experience an episode of task 
engagement they will have higher levels of energy/recovery than on  mornings after 
days they had experienced no episode of task engagement. 
H8: The morning after a day in which participants experience an episode of task 
engagement they will have higher levels of personal resources than on mornings after 
days they had experienced no episode of task engagement. 
The results of study 1 indicated that an increase in both energy and personal 
resources was the result of an episode of task engagement, and further, that these gains 
lasted until the following day.  In study 2, a series of paired-samples t-test was 
conducted to compare the levels of recovery and personal resources for days on which 
participants had and did not have episodes of task engagement.  This within-person 
analysis was restricted to participants who had days on which they experienced 
episodes of task engagement, and days on which they did not.  Participants who 
experienced episodes of task engagement on every day or experienced no episodes of 
task engagement were not included in the analysis.   
Prior to conducting the paired sample t-tests a series of exploratory factor 
analyses (EFA) were conducted to establish the distinctiveness of the consequence 
scales (for end of day measures).  EFA is considered a method of choice for 
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interpreting self-report questionnaires and is particularly useful in reducing a large 
number of variables into a smaller group of variables (or factors) (Williams, Brown, 
& Onsman, 2012).  To that end, a Principle Components Analysis was conducted on 
consequences on engagement to assess the validity of the scales as they related to 
energy/ recovery and personal resources.  The EFA for day 1 data is reported in table 
15.  This factor structure was replicated through confirmatory factor analysis on the 
other four days suggesting that the two factors of personal resources and 
energy/recovery were empirically distinct.  Factor extraction was based on Eigen 
values greater than 1.   
Three personal resource items (stress management, optimism and general 
happiness) cross loaded on both factors and were removed from the analysis.  There 
were five items overall in the final analysis.  Two items relating to energy and 
recovery, and three items related to personal resources.  The Cronbach alphas for the 
scales are reported in table 16.  The Cronbach alpha’s for the energy scale was above 
.8 on all occasions and the personal resource scale ranged from .65 to .81, which puts 
all items in the acceptable or above range (George & Mallery, 2003).   
Table 15   
Principle Components Analysis 
Rotated Component Matrixa 
  Component 
1 2 
skills and capacity for 
demands 
.778  
org involvement .751  
quality of relationships .741  
Energy not drained  .925 
fully recovered  .912 
 
Factor loading below .3  not shown  
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Table 16   
Chronbach alphas for energy and personal resource items 
 
                   End of Day Measurement         
 Day 1 2 3 4 5 Average Range 
Energy/ 
Recovery 
 (2 items) 
Cronbach’s 
alpha 0.86 0.92 0.87 0.89 0.86 0.88 .86-.92 
n 176 183 179 179 162   
Personal  
Resources  
(3 items) 
Cronbach’s 
alpha 0.65 0.75 0.69 0.81 0.75 0.73 .65-.81 
n 176 183 179 179 161   
 
The results of the paired-samples t-test are provided in table 17.  The paired-
sample t-tests indicated that when participants experienced episodes of task 
engagement, they reported higher levels of energy at the end of the day, than on days 
they did not experience an episode of task engagement, t (62) = 2.24, p = 0.029.  This 
finding supports hypothesis 5.  Similarly, on days participants experienced episodes of 
task engagement, they reported higher levels of personal resources at the end of the 
day, than on the days they did not experience an episode of task engagement, t (62) = 
2.72, p = 0.008.  This finding supports hypothesis 6.  These findings did not extend to 
the following morning, where there were no significant differences for either: levels 
of energy, t (56) = -0.068, p = 0.946; or personal resources, t (56) = -0.064, p = 0.949.  
Hypothesis 7 and 8 were not supported (See Table 17).   
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Table 17   
Paired Samples Statistics for Energy and Personal Resources 
 
 On days with 
episodes of task 
engagement 
On days with no 
episodes of task 
engagement 
t-test 
End of day    
Energy 2.40 (.72) 2.65(.93) 2.24* 
Personal Resources 1.93 (.45) 2.10 (.68) 2.72** 
Next Morning    
Energy 2.00 (.51) 1.99 (.60) -.07 
Personal Resources 2.36(.72) 2.36 (.89) -.06 
Note: *p<.05; **p<.01 
 
Discussion 
In this section the results of the various procedures will be briefly discussed.  A 
more comprehensive discussion will be held in the following chapter which will 
integrate the results of both Studies 1 and 2.  However, overall, Study 2 has confirmed 
many of the outcomes of Study 1.  It has also offered further clarity around the 
characteristics of engagement episodes, the antecedents to engagement and the 
consequences of task engagement which will be discussed below. 
Characteristics of engagement episodes. 
This research is the first to investigate the detailed characteristics of an episode 
of task engagement.  Study 1 found broadly that people experienced multiple episodes 
of task engagement, that their episodes lasted generally an hour or less and that they 
ended largely because of work scheduling.  Further, it found that engagement was 
characterised by absorption (accompanied by a lack of objective self-awareness), high 
cognitive energy and the distortion of time.  The objective of study 2 was to obtain 
more clarity around those four broad conclusions and to that end, four research 
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questions were posed.  As task engagement is a relatively new construct, little 
information currently exists regarding its nature, specifically length and frequency of 
episodes, its components and the reasons that they end. 
First, Study 2 confirmed that episodes of task engagement occurred in relatively 
short bursts – predominantly lasting an hour or less in duration.  According to 
qualitative data both from Study 1 and in the additional qualitative data from Study 2, 
these episodes occurred within tasks, and generally not from the beginning of the task 
but from somewhere into the task.  This is illustrated in the following participant 
comment; 
It was in a meeting which started off slowly, but once we all relaxed a bit and 
started being more honest, the real engagement began and we all got really 
absorbed and enclosed in our own little world” (Participant- contract 
negotiations). 
Study 2 also found that episodes also occurred with higher than expected 
frequency.  As discussed earlier, the frequency of episodes in Study 1 (with a sample 
of 21) showed no particular pattern, ranging from several per day to one or two per 
week.  Study 2 showed that the average amount of task engagement episodes was 
around two per day (around 47%).  However, 41% of participants experienced three 
per day on average.  As stated, this figure was higher than expected and paints a picture 
of 2 to 3 short bursts of task engagement during most days at work.  Notwithstanding, 
as previously indicated, the sample for Study 2 was potentially not average.  To begin 
with, participants self-selected based on interest in participating and investing 
considerable time to the project (i.e. 3 surveys per day over a full working week).  In 
addition, as a population they were highly educated (with a significant proportion of 
post graduate qualifications), and were employed predominantly in senior positions 
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within their organisations which they identified as being consistent with their career 
aspirations.  Thus it might be expected that they had a higher than average chance of 
being engaged in tasks at work.  The results showed that 89% of respondents had an 
episode of task engagement at work at least daily.    
Study 2 confirmed that episodes primarily end due to external factors, mostly 
because the time allocated to attend to the task had expired or because other priorities 
became paramount.  Additional factors such as distractions also played an important 
role, with qualitative comments indicating that once engagement had been disrupted, 
it was difficult to immediately re-engage, and therefore generally this meant the end 
of the episode of task engagement.  For example, as a participant noted, “it takes time 
to get into that space and if you keep being interrupted it’s impossible to get back into 
it”. 
Finally, Study 2 confirmed the results of Study 1 in showing that participants 
agreed that episodes of task engagement were characterised by three descriptions:  a 
high level of focus and absorption to the point of losing objective self-awareness; high 
cognitive energy and efficiency; and a distorted perception of time.  This differs from 
current portrayals of engagement (albeit in the context of trait engagement) which 
defines work engagement as vigour, absorption and dedication, the latter having been 
operationalised in the Utrecht work engagement scale (UWES) (Schaufeli  et al., 
2006).  Arguably the dimensions of absorption and vigour are similar, but both are 
more applicable to a construct that is episodic rather than pervasive in nature. 
Antecedent to task engagement. 
Study 1 found that there were two key antecedent areas to task engagement; 
psychological antecedents and situational antecedents.  With respect to psychological 
antecedents, Study 2 confirmed through one sample t tests that participants did have 
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high levels of Safety, Availability, Meaning and Self-efficacy, prior to the task 
engagement episodes. Similarly, participants also had significantly high levels of the 
situational antecedents; challenge, control and the capacity to utilise in-task goals and 
feedback. 
The results from Study 2 provide some support for the conclusions of Study 1 
which portrayed task engagement as emerging from the interaction of situational 
contexts and psychological cognitions.  As stated earlier, this notion has literary 
precedence in the flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990)where it is described as an 
“emergent motivation construct” in which the flow experience is shaped by both the 
individual and the environment (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 196). 
Consequences of task engagement. 
Two key consequence areas emerged from Study 2, and replicated the findings 
from Study 1.  These were implications for energy /recovery, and for personal resource 
gains.  Study 2 found that participants agreed that they experienced higher levels of 
energy, optimism, happiness, job esteem, self-esteem, organisation involvement, stress 
buffering and better relationships, immediately after an engaging event.  Study 2 
further found that these gains lasted after the episode of task engagement and until the 
following morning.  This confirmed the results from study 1. 
A factor analysis was performed to assess the validity of the consequence scales.  
While it confirmed that that the energy and personal resources scales were empirically 
distinct, three items pertaining to optimism and stress management cross loaded on 
both factors and were therefore excluded.  This indicates potential problems with some 
of item measures, but also raises the possibility that optimism is a different level 
outcome to personal resources and energy/recovery, which may be more specific and 
therefore identifiable.  This constitutes and interesting area for future research. 
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Paired samples t-tests were conducted to assess the effects of consequences of 
task engagement at the end of the day and the following morning.  The tests showed 
that the gains accrued with respect to energy and personal resources were higher at the 
end of the day for those who had been engaged, compared with those who hadn’t.  This 
effect did not follow through until the following morning, thus demonstrating 
disconfirming evidence to the previous analysis. 
Overall,  Study 2 confirmed that personal gains temporarily acquired as a 
consequence of engaging at work, lasted, when measured at the end of the day, and 
potentially until the following morning.  This is consistent with notion of gain spirals 
as proposed by Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory (2005 which are defined as 
amplifying loops in which positive cyclic relationships among constructs such as self-
efficacy and performance build on each other positively over time (Lindsley  et al., 
1995; Salanova  et al., 2010).  As discussed in previous chapters, some limited research 
in the area of state engagement has shown the potential of gain spirals in the areas of 
personal resources and engagement (e.g. Hakanen  et al., 2008a).  Study 2 also suggests 
this potential.  However, these results must be considered tentatively at this stage (as 
the full scope and timeliness of the gains has not yet been established) and will need 
to be confirmed in future research. 
Ethics, Limitations and Conclusion 
Participants were fully informed prior to participating in the study and were 
required to complete a consent form.  Ethical clearance was awarded for the collection 
of data on this project.  There were no variations or ethical concerns throughout its 
duration. 
Study 2 comprised diary studies which enabled the examination of reported 
episodes and experiences in their natural, organisational context, providing 
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information complementary to that obtainable by more traditional designs (Reis, 
1994).  However, there were some compromises that were made in the conduct of the 
study.  First, many of the scales were custom designed for this project as no scales that 
currently exist were designed to assess the construct as proposed by this research.  
Feedback from a pilot of the survey suggested that given the repetition (three times 
daily) of the surveys, it was necessary to be as brief as possible, therefore many scales 
were reduced to single items which impacts the psychometric properties of the 
measures.  Also, as the main daily survey was only completed by those who had been 
engaged at work, there were no comparison groups to utilise. 
Research designs that capture the nuances of sporadic non predictable episodes 
of performance remain a topic of current interest and criticism.  Qualitative 
methodologies such as Experience Sampling methods (ESM), diary studies and event 
sampling are currently the methods of choice in studying episodic events (Bakker & 
Daniels, 2013a).  However, each of these methods suffers from particular process 
issues such as the problem of perfect recall (in diary studies) and the intrusiveness and 
the confinement of the methodology in the case of ESM (Beal & Weiss, 2013).  Other 
methods gaining recognition and that are worthy of investigation for the purposes of 
future research include day and event reconstruction methods (Hertel & Stamov-
Rossnagel, 2012) and qualitative diary studies that are able to capture the daily 
variances without the same level of intrusion or confinement of questions 
(Waddington, 2012). 
The purpose of Study 2 was to provide additional clarity to the qualitative 
results from Study 1.  The following chapter will discuss and integrate the results of 
both studies and provide a model for Task engagement, both for the purpose of 
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framing the points of discussion as well as to provide a model for future task 
engagement research. 
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Chapter 5:  Discussion 
The present study re-examined and extended the construct of task engagement 
from the basis of Kahn’s (1990) original research.  Kahn positioned engagement as an 
episodic, within-person construct, focussed on tasks and roles.  The objective of the 
thesis was to re-examine Kahn’s work, and extend it in order to generate a 
comprehensive, fully scoped construct of task engagement including its 
characteristics, antecedents and consequences as well as a conceptual model to 
represent the process of engaging in tasks at work.  Overall, this thesis has provided 
substantial new theory relating to task engagement. 
This final chapter discusses the major findings and contributions of this thesis.  
First, the key findings of studies 1 and 2 are reviewed and integrated, demonstrating 
how they addressed the overall research objectives.  Second, a final model of task 
engagement is provided for the purpose of visually representing the research findings.  
Third, the original contributions of the research and its significance are summarised.  
This is followed by implications for future research and practice, by the limitations of 
the research and by the overall conclusions of the thesis.  
Summary of the Research  
Limited research has examined and extended Kahn's (1990) original research on 
engagement at work.  While subsequent research in the field has flourished; it has 
mostly done so from the basis of other pre-existing constructs (e.g., burnout).  Further, 
the construct has been widely adopted and operationalised by the consultancy sector, 
though with limited uniformity.  Despite its growing popularity, this confluence of 
circumstances has resulted in a confused construct with numerous definitions and 
conceptualisations, leading to subsequent difficulties with construct validity, 
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operationalisation, and the capacity to significantly advance the construct.  In addition, 
Kahn’s (1990) original conceptualisation of engagement as a within-person construct 
received limited subsequent theoretical development.  In line with the recent 
emergence of interest in within-person processes that serve to investigate the proximal 
influences on individuals at work, the purpose of this thesis was to conduct theory 
building research in order to generate a clearer conceptual understanding of task 
engagement.   
Overall, this research has provided new theory in terms of the conceptualisation 
of an episode of task engagement as well as its antecedents and consequences—
particularly in respect of its significance for energy and personal resource gains.  These 
findings have been represented with a model of task engagement.  In respect of Kahn’s 
original research, this research has also verified and extended Kahn's (1990) 
conclusions. 
Overview of Study 1. 
Study 1 took a theory building approach based on extensive in-depth, semi-
structured interviews.  The intent was to analyse the specific episodes of task 
engagement at work, and people's full experiences of those moments.  A critical 
incident methodology was used in which participants were invited to relate a recent, 
salient episode of task engagement and to examine with detailed nuance, the 
characteristics, the antecedents and implications of that episode.  As much as 
consciously possible, the results were not pre-empted and the outcomes and 
subsequent development of theory was derived through a critical incident process 
(Chell, 2004; Flanagan, 1954; Salanova  et al., 2005).  
In comparing the results of Study 1 with the current body of research, including 
Kahn’s (1990) original research, it both replicated and extended Kahn’s research.  
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Kahn did not operationalise the construct of engagement.  Nor did he scope the 
parameters of engagement, except to describe it as a state that individuals immersed 
themselves in and out of, to varying degrees, depending on their individual perception 
of three psychological antecedents; safety, availability and meaning.  This research 
confirmed that engagement was largely as Kahn envisaged it.  That it is a complex 
intrinsic motivational construct, dependent on the three psychological antecedents, 
though with the additional psychological antecedent of self-efficacy.  It also extended 
Kahn’s research by providing theory relating to situational antecedents, episode 
characteristics and consequences. 
Study 1 firstly formed new theory in respect of how engagement is 
conceptualised or experienced by the person within the event.  It showed that 
participants experiencing an episode of engagement described it in terms of the 
following four characteristics: the distortion of time; subjective self-awareness (where 
ones attention is directed away from the self); complete absorption in the task; and a 
state of high cognitive efficiency.  These findings constitute new theory in the work 
engagement area and are a departure from current studies in work engagement.  Thus, 
this research has now provided a fully scoped and defined conceptualisation of task 
engagement on the basis of exploratory research, and accordingly offers a solid basis 
for future operationalisation task engagement. 
Study 1 also showed that there were proximal gains accrued as a consequence of 
experiencing an episode of engagement.  These formed two overall categories: 
energy/recovery and personal resources (including improved self-efficacy, better 
relationships, and higher organisational involvement).  Furthermore, Study 1 
suggested that these positive gains were enduring, lasting beyond the period of 
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engagement to the end of the day.  These findings also largely represent new theory in 
the engagement area, as will be discussed further in the following sections. 
A conceptual model was devised as a consequence of the results from Study 1 
(see figure 11 below) 
 
 
  
Figure 11.  Conceptual model of findings from Study 1. 
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Overview of Study 2. 
The purpose of Study 2 was to add clarity and specificity to the findings from 
Study 1.  Quantitative data from diary studies was used to test the hypothesised 
relationships derived from the qualitative, theory-building research of Study 1.  
First, Study 2 provided further support for an episodic view of task engagement 
and provided more insight into the nuances of these episodes.  The results revealed 
that most episodes of engagement lasted between half an hour and one hour, which 
was consistent with the results from Study 1.  It showed that people tended to 
experience around two short bursts of task engagement per day.  Further, it showed 
that most episodes concluded because of imposed external influences.  This was 
closely followed by ending due to natural causes, that is, because the task was 
completed, or because the individual reached their natural limit of attentional capacity. 
Study 2 also offered further clarity around the psychological antecedents to 
engagement.  In the sample, those who experienced engaging episodes had 
significantly higher, proximal pre-engagement levels of safety, availability, meaning 
and self-efficacy, thus confirming the results from Study 1.  It also confirmed that the 
situational antecedents to an episode of engagement were as follows; a challenging 
situation commensurate with high skills, the ability to shape and control the task, and 
the presence of within-task goals and feedback.  All of the above items were identified 
in Study 1.  Study 2 also showed that in contrast to those who did not experience task 
engagement, that those who did, acquired personal gains in the form of: energy and 
recovery and increased personal resources.  Further, it indicated that these gains 
endured until the end of the day, suggesting the presence of sustained gains.  Further 
study would need to pursue the limits of these gains. 
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A Model of Task Engagement 
The following conceptual model (see figure 12) has been developed on the basis 
of the findings from Studies 1 and 2 of this thesis.  It is offered as a summary of the 
results and as a conceptual model with which to guide future research.  It is also offered 
as a guide with which to structure and understand the conclusions of this research.  
Ultimately, with the conclusion of Study 1 there existed a proposed model 
showing proximal antecedents, components of and consequences of an episode of 
engagement (see Figure 11 as shown above).  Following the conclusions of Study 2, 
the model was further refined, and shows the presence of proximal antecedents and 
both proximal and day level consequences of task engagement.  The final model 
provides an outline of the process of experiencing an episode of task engagement, 
including its proximal antecedents, and proximal and day level consequences. 
Overall, the model is provided as a conceptual framework for understanding task 
engagement episodes at work, their antecedents and consequences.  It is also offered 
as a model for discussing the aggregated findings from this thesis.  As such, the next 
section will discuss the results of the study in line with the model of task engagement 
(as shown over the page). 
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Discussion of the Results 
The following section discusses the key findings of the research in detail using 
the model as a guide.  It incorporates the results of Studies 1 and 2, as well as 
consideration of the various theories and research approaches that have informed the 
research.  The discussion will first deliberate on the concept of task engagement, what 
it comprises and how it relates to the current relevant literatures.  Thereafter, the 
following sections will discuss the psychological and situational antecedents to task 
engagement.  It will review the components of task engagement and then discuss the 
consequences.  In all cases, the research findings will be discussed along with relevant 
contributions from theory. 
 
Figure 12.  Model of Task Engagement
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What an episode of task engagement really is. 
 
Feelings of limitless horizons opening up to the vision, the feeling of being 
simultaneously more powerful and also more helpless than one ever was 
before, the feeling of ecstasy and wonder and awe, the loss of placement in 
time and space with, finally the conviction that something extremely 
important and valuable had happened, so that the subject was to some extent 
transformed and strengthened even in his daily life by such experiences 
(Maslow, 1970, p. 164). 
This quote from Maslow (1970) is a description of a peak experience.  He 
devised the term from studying the accounts of his clinical patients, the 
phenomenological reports of college students and colleagues as well as literatures from 
different cultures and religions.  As he expressively put it, “the great lesson from the 
true mystics, is that the sacred is in the ordinary, that it is to be found in one's daily 
life, in one's neighbours, friends, and family, in one's backyard” (Maslow, 1970, p. 
10).  The same notion of a temporary peak experience was further developed by 
Csikszentmihalyi (1975) who was influenced by researchers in the humanistic 
tradition of psychology (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  He was initially 
interested in artists and musicians and in their capacity to get so immersed in their 
activities that they would neglect their basic needs, that is, for food, water or sleep.  In 
attempting to understand this phenomenon, Csikszentmihalyi developed the theory of 
flow. 
Kahn’s (1990) description of personal engagement and the notion of task 
engagement as defined in this current research, reflect this concept of peak experience.  
The concept has been similarly identified across history and cultures, for example in 
the teaching of Buddhism and Taoism, where it is described as “wu wei” or “a state of 
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being in which our actions are quite effortlessly in alignment with the ebb and flow of 
the elemental cycles of the natural world” (Renninger, 2014).  Potentially, all of the 
above mentioned constructs are referring to the same phenomena of peak experience, 
as articulated by Maslow (above).  A state of being in which one is fully immersed to 
the point where you become one with the activity, leaving no room for contrivance, 
self-consciousness or excessive effort.  
In this context, task engagement may be seen as one within the realm of intrinsic 
motivation constructs.  However, it is not a motivational construct that can be turned 
on or off at will and is likely comprised of mostly unconscious psychological and 
situational assessments made by individuals.  It is one in which organisations can 
provide the appropriate conditions with which episodes of task engagement may 
emerge, but not one that they can actively orchestrate or create at will.  Instead, it is as 
Kahn reflected, about psychological presence, and “enabling the depths of workers' 
personal selves to come forth in the service of their own growth and development and 
that of their organizations” (Kahn, 1992, p. 321). 
The notion of the peak experience is perhaps most identifiable in the field of 
sport (and flow) where it has received considerable research attention (e.g. Cooper, 
1998; Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; White & Murphy, 2011; Young & Pain, 
1999).  As described above, it is associated with focused and effortless excellence, and 
at its conclusion is associated with a feeling of euphoria and a strong sense of well-
being.  Consider the following quote from British Olympian sprinter Mark Richardson: 
 It’s a very strange feeling.  It’s as if time slows down and you see 
everything so clearly.  You just know that everything about your 
technique is spot on.  It just feels so effortless; it’s almost as if you’re 
floating across the track.  Every muscle, every fibre, every sinew is 
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working in complete harmony and the end product is that you run 
fantastically well.  (Grout & Perrin, 2004) 
 
As a comparison, consider the following quote from a participant in Study 1: 
I was writing for a client and it felt as though I was channelling them.  
The words were flowing so fast I could barely keep up with them.  It 
was so effortless.  You know what they say about opening the vein?  
That’s what it was like.  The words poured out and perfectly and you 
are just in this space where everything works perfectly.  I’m sure I was 
at it for hours but it only felt like minutes and then I had to stop and go 
home.  (Study 1 Participant -Journalist) 
 
This research found that task engagement is an episodic construct.  Further, it 
involves the person in the context of a task or role.  This confirms Kahn’s original 
findings which described engagement as “calibrations of self-in-role” (Kahn, 1990, p. 
694).  It may also be viewed as an intrinsic motivation construct, involving largely 
unconscious motivations, and in that sense, it cannot be exploited for its capacity to 
propel people toward positive organisational outcomes, like many other motivational 
constructs such as job satisfaction and commitment (Kahn, 1992).  This research 
suggests that these latter outcomes may occur as a consequence of engagement, which 
in turn occurs in the right situational and personal conditions—which to some extent 
may be facilitated by organisations. 
While the association is speculative at this stage of the construct’s development, 
it is clear from the results of this study that task engagement may not be in any way 
fundamentally different from the construct of flow.  Further research would need to 
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confirm this.  However, given that this work was inductive, and the shape of task 
engagement emerged quite strongly from the data as resembling flow in some very 
considerable ways, the association must be considered.  Whilst some minor differences 
were revealed in regards to the psychological antecedents, which have not been 
sufficiently explored within the flow literature, the situational antecedents and the 
characteristics of the episode itself, despite having emerged independently, are 
substantial reflections of one another.  
Finally, arguments have waged back and forth for years about whether 
engagement is really old wine in new bottles (e.g. Macey & Schneider, 2008b; 
Newman & Harrison, 2008; Saks, 2008) as researchers struggle to find a way to 
differentiate it from other similar and overlapping constructs.  If engagement is viewed 
as episodic and task based, then confusion no longer exists about its potential to 
overlap with other trait-based constructs, such as job involvement, job satisfaction and 
organisational commitment.  Instead, engagement as an episodic construct is much 
more likely to be an antecedent for those more enduring constructs, or potentially 
reflective of a complex reciprocal relationship.  Thus, its location in respect of those 
constructs is as temporal relates to trait and to some extent this accounts for the 
confusion in disentangling these constructs when engagement is viewed in a trait-like 
manner.  
The perception of task engagement as an episodic construct, dependent on 
psychological and situational circumstances, offers a new and highly relevant 
perspective to the positive organisational behaviour literature.  Viewed as a potential 
antecedent to constructs such as job involvement and organisational commitment, it 
offers an important place for the construct of task engagement as can be seen in the 
following participant quote from Study 1: 
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It positively frames you towards your workplace and job because that 
event could occur again.  So I feel better about everything when I’ve 
been engaged, you know, my job, the organisation, my colleagues – 
everything really.  (Senior manager, public service) 
In summary, this research indicates that task engagement is a temporal, within-
person, intrinsic motivational construct.  Viewed as such, it is hoped that further 
research can now get a hold of this “slippery concept” (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011, 
p. 39) and explore it more fully and thoroughly and expand it into new and interesting 
areas. 
Components of task engagement. 
 
RQ1: What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work? 
In addressing RQ1, this research showed that in an episode of task engagement, 
one enters a subjective state comprised of three characteristics.  These characteristics 
include: a distorted perception of time; full absorption to the point where a loss of self-
consciousness or awareness of oneself as separate from the activity occurs; and high 
cognitive energy and efficiency.  All of these characteristics appear to be strongly 
related—potentially being aspects of full or complete absorption.  Each of the 
characteristics of an episode of engagement will be discussed in the following section. 
Distorted perception of time. 
This research found that participants consistently found that distortion of time 
was associated with an episode of engagement.  This was primarily reflected in a sense 
of time slipping away but occasionally as a sense of time slowing down.  The 
perception of time is dictated by the rhythms and pace of the activity in question, rather 
than by external measures of time such as clocks.   
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This research clearly found that timing is distorted when a participant 
experiences an episode of task engagement, suggesting that engagement may be 
experienced by the individual as an emotional or temporal event requiring attention.  
Therefore consistent with the cited studies into emotional events, during an episode of 
task engagement, attention is fully captured and processing resources are directed 
away from an internal timer.  This causes the subjective experience of time to appear 
shorter than it really is (Allman  et al., 2014; Buhusi & Meck, 2006; Gil & Droit-Volet, 
2009). 
The notion of time distortion is also a concept that has been well represented in 
the flow literature (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  In a state of 
flow, participants lose track of all other things, including time, simply because their 
full attentional capacity is directed at the task and there is no more attention to be 
allocated (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).  
Focus (absorption). 
Studies 1 and 2 found that intense focus (absorption) was an important 
characteristic of task engagement.  For the purposes of this research, absorption was 
defined as being intensely stimulated by and drawn deeply into one’s work to the point 
where a loss of self-consciousness or awareness of oneself as separate from the activity 
occurs.  
As indicated earlier, of all the categories associated with describing engagement 
episodes, absorption is probably the least contestable and is included in most 
definitions of engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Schaufeli  et al., 2002; 
Sonnentag, 2003).  In addition, while absorption is a commonly accepted characteristic 
of engagement it also strongly overlaps with the notion of “flow” (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990).  One of the key elements of flow refers to concentration on the task at hand 
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which describes a state where “attention and energies are exquisitely focused on the 
task and there is an absence of distraction” (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2009, p. 596).  
Bakker (2005) applied the notion of flow at work, in which he described flow as “a 
short-term peak experience at work that is characterized by absorption, work 
enjoyment and intrinsic work motivation” (p .2).  He further defined absorption as “a 
state of total concentration, whereby employees are totally immersed in their work, 
time flies, and they forget everything else around them” (p. 2).  These latter definitions 
of absorption are entirely consistent with the description of absorption by the 
participants in this study.   
Studies 1 and 2 confirmed that a consistent characteristic of an engagement 
episode was a loss of objective self-consciousness, where people become so absorbed 
in the task they cease to worry about how they may be perceived by others.  In a state 
of task engagement, focus or attention is fully directed away from the self towards the 
activity in question, to the point that there is no room left for self-monitoring or 
awareness of anything beyond the elements at play within the task.  
Wickland and Duval (2001) in their objective self-awareness theory, distinguish 
between subjective and objective self-consciousness that explains this distinction to 
some extent.  Objective self-consciousness describes a situation where our attention is 
focused internally upon our thoughts and feelings—in which we are acutely aware of 
how we are measuring up against an external standard (Silvia & Duval, 2001).  
Subjective self-consciousness on the other hand, describes attention which is centred 
on the situation, task or event with which we are involved.  In a state of subjective state 
self-awareness the person “experiences himself as the source of perception and action” 
(Duval & Wicklund, 1972, p. 3).  By this, Duval and Wickland meant consciousness 
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of one's existence in a way that is no different or separate from other objects in the 
world (Silvia & Duval, 2001).  
Once again, it would appear that in an episode of task engagement, all cognitive 
capacity is directed towards the activity in question, thereby reducing the resources 
allocated to other potential cognitive distractions, such as worrying about how one is 
being perceived by others.  Therefore in a state of task engagement, individuals move 
towards subjective self-awareness which is fully focussed on the activity unfolding. 
Cognitive efficiency. 
Study 1 found that the final characteristic or descriptor of being in an episode of 
task engagement was the sense of acute cognitive efficiency.  Study 2 confirmed this.  
For the purposes of this research, cognitive efficiency refers to an intensely stimulated 
state of cognitive energy and efficiency as reflected in the following quote from a study 
participant: 
My brain felt as though it was on fire, like all the connections were 
happening really swiftly and cleanly, and I had had access to everything 
stored in there.  It was great, I really felt on my game.  (Study 1 
Participant - Consultant, contracts specialist) 
This description of cognitive efficiency bears some similarity to the notion of 
vigour in other conceptualisations of engagement, though with some key differences.  
Vigour as defined by Schaufeli and colleagues (2002) refers to a high level of energy, 
the motivation to invest effort at work and a sense of resilience, specifically, an ability 
to withstand difficulties and persisting irrespective of obstacles.  In the current 
research, resilience was not identified as part of the vigour category, in part, as argued 
earlier, as a consequence of the fact that the critical incidents identified by participants 
were episodic rather than enduring—where one might more reasonably expect 
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resilience to form a part.  Also, task engagement in the conceptualisation employed by 
this research suggests an intrinsic, unconscious, emergent motivation, rather than an 
attitude as suggested by vigour.   
The characteristic of full cognitive capacity is a reflection of the previous 
characteristics which all suggest the harnessing of all available cognitive resources, 
and directing them towards the task or activity in question.   
Summary of task engagement characteristics. 
Overall, the results of this research show that an episode of engagement is 
comprised of the following: a distorted perception of time; a loss of objective self-
awareness; intense focus on the activity; and finally, high cognitive energy and 
efficiency.  These results were confirmed in Study 2.  The model (see figure 12 above) 
articulates the nature and dimensions of task engagement in terms of how it is 
experienced by the participants.   
Attention will now turn to a discussion of the psychological antecedents to task 
engagement at work. 
Antecedents to task engagement. 
A central premise of this research was the exploration of the antecedents to an 
episode of task engagement as reflected in the second research question: 
RQ2: What are the antecedents to an episode of task engagement at work? 
As indicated in the model, task engagement is a person-in-situation construct.  
This perspective is based on the notion that an episode concerning an individual and 
his or her behaviour cannot be understood adequately without consideration of the 
various aspects of that individual’s environment (organisational, task related contexts).  
A person-in-situation perspective is described as a “dynamic, interactive system, in 
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which each component simultaneously affects and is affected by the other” (Weiss-
Gal, 2008).  Furthermore, it is said to provide a more adequate model for assessing an 
individual and his or her presenting behaviours than an approach that focuses solely 
on psychological or situational conditions alone (Kondrat, 2011).  Importantly, this 
perspective is also considered to increase the range of potential interventions available, 
targeting the individual or task aspects or both.  Thus the dual aspects of this 
relationship are reflected and contribute to the experience of task engagement at work 
(Weiss-Gal, 2008). 
The final engagement model (model 12) reflects the dual influence of the 
psychological and situational antecedents for an episode of task engagement.  
Specifically, this research found that there were specific psychological and situational 
factors that together, acted as enablers to full task engagement.  These will each be 
explained in the following section. 
Psychological antecedents. 
Study 1 confirmed Kahn’s (1990) three psychological antecedents to 
engagement, that is, safety, availability and meaning.  It also showed that self-efficacy 
was a psychological antecedent to engagement.  Study 2 confirmed these findings.  
Psychological safety. 
For the purposes of this research, psychological safety was defined as “feeling 
able to show and employ one’s self without fear of negative consequences to self-
image, status, or career” (Kahn, 1990, p. 708).  Safety therefore refers to a situation in 
which employees feel psychologically safe and able to authentically express 
themselves without fear of negative consequences (Kahn, 1990; Kahn, 1992).  
  This research found that employees who feel they are trusted and accepted by 
supervisors and colleagues, and who feel that they are able to authentically fully 
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express their ideas, aspirations and their concerns, are more likely to be able to 
immerse themselves in their occupational tasks and to fully engage.  In the opposite 
situation where employees were afraid of the consequences of making a mistake, then 
they were unlikely to take positive risks or to fully engage, for fear of potential failure 
or criticism.  In this context of fear, participants became self-conscious, and were not 
able to let go of fear sufficiently to fully immerse themselves in a task or role.  The 
notion of safety in this context is an enabler of full immersion in a task. 
Availability. 
This research also indicated the importance of availability as a psychological 
antecedent to engagement.  Availability refers to the physical, emotional and 
psychological capacities that someone has to fully immerse themselves in a task.  
Specifically, this research found that availability as expressed as role related 
availability (i.e., time to plan and prepare), was essential to being able to engage.  The 
notion of availability confirms Kahn’s (1990) original findings which he defined 
availability as an individual’s belief that he or she has the “physical and emotional or 
cognitive resources to personally engage at a particular moment” (Kahn, 1990, p. 714).   
This research showed that availability was important in several ways.  First, it 
was shown to be time related.  This meant being provided adequate time to prepare for 
work-related tasks and being provided with all of the relevant information prior to 
engaging in a task, so that employees were “not flying by the seat of their pants” 
(participant quote).  In this sense, availability was associated with a sense of safety as 
a consequence of having sufficiently prepared for task execution.   
Access was another element of availability, meaning access to resources and all 
relevant information in order to do one’s job.  Organisations can influence this element 
of availability by having a policy of allowing people time to prepare for tasks as well 
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as providing all necessary resources required for somebody to perform the task to the 
best of their best ability.  Several participants were critical of “endless, time-wasting 
meetings” (participant quote) resulting in inadequate preparation time for tasks that 
were important.   
Overall, this research showed that “availability”, while important, was more 
restricted in its interpretation than Kahn’s (1990) results which showed the significant 
influence of external demands.  The reason for this is likely to be because this research 
focussed exclusively on task engagement.  It did not consider episodes of task 
disengagement, which likely would have had much more relevance to notions of 
availability as preventers or dis-enablers of engagement.  This is noted as a potential 
area for future research. 
Meaning. 
Meaning comprised one of the three questions that Khan (1990) proposed that 
people subconsciously asked themselves before deciding to psychologically engage.  
Meaning strongly emerged in this research, in both studies, as an important antecedent 
to task engagement.  Meaning in the context of this research is a perception by an 
individual that the task is consistent with his or her values, ethics, aspirations and/or 
identity.  In other words, it matters to them.  Specifically referring to this research, 
meaning at work in Study 1 was described by participants in a number of different 
ways.  It could be personally important to self in the sense that it is important to 
perform well (conscientiousness or ego defensive).  It could be value based (e.g., a 
physiotherapist helping a disabled child make progress).  Or it could be an activity in 
which personal identity was invested (e.g., a journalist being regarded as a “good 
writer”).  In other words, they were all situations that were consistent with one’s values 
and self-identity.   
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Kahn defined meaning as “a sense of return on investments of the self in role 
performances” (Kahn, 1990, p. 705).  He identified a number of influences on 
meaningfulness, including task composition, or the way that role fitted with self-
identity and interpersonal work interactions.  In particular, he drew upon the work of 
Hackman and Oldham’s (1980) job characteristics model and showed that meaningful 
jobs allowed for autonomy and a consequent sense of ownership over the task 
outcomes.  Kahn also drew upon the work of Goffman (1961) and Hochschild (1983) 
to describe the nature of role characteristics and how they contributed to a sense of 
meaning.  His research showed that the organisational role or identities that people 
were expected to assume in a task, and how much they were favoured by the 
participant, strongly factored into a sense of meaning.  
As discussed in previous chapters, the exploration of meaning has a long history 
of literary examination.  Victor Frankl (1985) identified the importance of meaning in 
life and survival in his seminal work “Man’s search for meaning” and stated that 
meaning is the primary motivation in every person’s life.  According to Seligman 
(2012), meaning consists of “belonging to and serving something that you believe is 
bigger than the self” (p. 12).  Subsequently, many streams of research have identified 
that individuals who devote large portions of their time to tasks or roles that have 
meaning to them, tend to rate higher in measures of happiness (Debats, Van der Lubbe, 
& Wezeman, 1993); well-being and life satisfaction (Bonebright, Clay, & 
Ankenmann, 2000); health (Steger, Mann, Michels, & Cooper, 2009); and better 
coping with stressful life events (Debats, Drost, & Hansen, 1995).  Overall, this 
research, as well as an extensive body of research into related fields of individual well-
being, suggests that it is essential that organisations recognise the importance of 
meaning at the individual level for their employees. 
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Self–efficacy. 
Self-efficacy, the final of the four antecedents, was the only variable not 
specifically identified by Kahn as a psychological antecedent to task engagement.  
Nevertheless, Study 1 showed self-efficacy to be an important antecedent to episodes 
of task engagement and this was confirmed by Study 2. 
For this research, self-efficacy was described by participants as a sense of 
“confident competence” in relation to the task.  This meant that participants had 
sufficient confidence in their own skills and abilities (as they approached a task) to the 
point that they were able to let go of conscious monitoring of their own skills.  This in 
turn enabled them to be fully involved in the episode, focussed on the dynamics of that 
episode, and having the confidence to deal with any variables and or obstacles that 
may arise throughout its duration.  Study 2 confirmed that high levels of self-efficacy 
were related to a higher number of episodes of task engagement.   
In terms of supportive literature, individuals with higher efficacy beliefs are 
likely to be more aware of the resources that they have to apply towards their work 
role, and are more confident in their abilities to perform work demands (Schwarzer, 
Bassler, Kwiatek, Schroder, & Zhang, 1997).  Conversely, when individuals rate low 
on self-efficacy, they tend to doubt their abilities and focus their attention on their 
inadequacies rather than their capabilities (Bandura, 1977).  Thus, this (and other) 
research confirms the importance of self-efficacy to the ability to fully engage in a task 
or activity at work. 
The next section will consider the relevance of situational antecedents to task 
engagement. 
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Situational antecedents to task Engagement. 
Consistent with the person-in-situation approach, the task engagement model 
proposes that apart from psychological antecedents as described above, there also 
exists situational or task-based factors that act as antecedents to task engagement.  
These dual sets of antecedents are intended to reflect the person-in-situation nature of 
the model.  These situational antecedents will be discussed as follows: challenge/skills; 
control, situational feedback; and meaning. 
Challenge commensurate with skills.  
With the possible exception of some process worker jobs, the demands of one’s 
job are generally variable in terms of the requirement of different skills, abilities and 
dimensions of ourselves to perform.  Clearly some of those aspects are more 
challenging than others and are more preferred to us, according to our own 
personalities, values and capabilities (Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2013). 
Study 1 found that a task that challenged us to use our existing skills to a very 
high degree was a prerequisite to engaging in that task.  In other words, where the 
situation was complex, when the chance of failure was high, and the situation required 
full use of skills and abilities, then task engagement was able to occur.  Conversely, 
when a task was considered mundane or unchallenging, task engagement was unlikely.  
Study 2 confirmed that a situation of high challenge/high skills was a necessary 
antecedent to task engagement.  This is reflected in the following participant quote 
where he is describing an activity in which he was engaged:  
“It was a tricky situation and any number of things could have gone wrong.  It 
really required a lot of concentration, a lot of mental dexterity, you know?  
(Study 1 Participant - Contract Negotiator) 
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This notion of challenge/competence is described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 
1997) in his theory of flow.  The theory stipulates that in order to experience flow, the 
challenges of the activity must be in balance with the skills required to perform the 
activity.  Further, both the challenge of the activity and the skills must be of at least a 
moderate to high level in order for flow to occur.  Other theoretical propositions also 
support this finding.  The notion of challenge for example, is also a central element of 
goal setting theory (Locke & Latham, 1994), which has shown that challenging goals 
lead to higher levels of task performance, than do easy goals.  Further, studies have 
shown that in conditions where there are no conflicting goals and that the person has 
sufficient skill to meet the goal, there is a positive linear relationship between level of 
goal difficulty and level of task performance (Locke & Latham, 2006).  According to 
goal setting theory, difficult or challenging goals are motivating because they require 
one to attain or aspire more than easy goals would.  They further noted that “feelings 
of success in the workplace occur to the extent that people see they are able to grow 
and meet job challenges by pursuing and attaining goals that are important and 
meaningful” (Locke & Latham, 2006, p. 265).   
As can be seen in this research and associated literatures, the notion of a 
challenging situation in the presence of high skills is intrinsically motivating and likely 
to contribute to episodes of task engagement. 
Control.  
This research found that control was also an essential situational antecedent to 
task engagement.  Control, as it pertains to this research is not intended to convey 
domination of an activity, but rather a capacity to shape or influence the task in which 
one is involved.  Studies 1 and 2 indicated the importance of being able to shape and 
influence the outcome of a task or work event as a necessary antecedent to task 
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engagement.  The following quote from a participant discussing the chairing of an 
important meeting, sums up the concept of control or influence as expressed in this 
research. 
This is like a bad musical metaphor, but I was like a conductor – I was 
getting the best music out of everyone.  Making sure all the instruments 
were participating but at the same time moving the score along to its 
final conclusion.  (Senior public servant—meeting with stakeholders) 
The power to shape or influence has a long established history in the literature 
as an important element of job satisfaction and well-being.  The concept of task 
autonomy, that is providing an individual who performs a task with discretion and 
control in how to plan, implement and achieve the outcome of a task, is a key 
component of the job characteristics model (Hackman & Oldham, 1980).  According 
to the theory, autonomy leads to the critical psychological state of experienced 
responsibility for outcomes of the work.  This in turn produces high work effectiveness 
and increased internal motivation.  It has been found to be significantly related to high 
levels of job satisfaction (both overall and individual facets), commitment, job 
involvement, performance and motivation (Demerouti, 2006; Lawler & Hall, 1970; 
Nielsen & Cleal, 2010).  Research has also found that perceived control is directly 
related to low levels of physical symptoms of stress, emotional distress, role stress, 
absenteeism, intent to turnover, and turnover (Spector, 1986).  The idea of shaping and 
controlling the direction of the task is also found in the theory of flow.  
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) specifically referred to the “paradox of control” where one 
feels a sense of control without actively trying to be in control.  He described it as 
follows; 
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 What people enjoy is not the sense of being in control, but the sense of 
exercising control in difficult situations.  It is not possible to experience 
a feeling of control unless one is willing to give up the safety of 
protective routines.  Only when a doubtful outcome is at stake, and one 
is able to influence that outcome, can a person really know whether she 
is in control (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 61).   
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) description of control is fully consistent with the 
research derived from this thesis.  Control as it has emerged from this current research, 
can be described as having two components; firstly the sense of autonomy that enables 
the participant to control a task—its pace, timing and execution; as well as the sense 
of mastery—that is, a sense that one can retain control over the situation no matter 
what happens. 
Situational feedback. 
Closely related to the concept of control, is the notion of situational feedback.  
This research found that access to feedback, located within the task, was essential for 
enabling task engagement.  This is different from distal feedback that one might 
receive from supervisors or others as to how one’s overall work is progressing (e.g., a 
scheduled performance review); but rather reflects the temporal, situational feedback 
that might feature in a chess game in play. 
Studies 1 and 2 showed that within-task feedback was an important aspect of 
enabling task engagement to occur.  Being able to receive information about the 
progression of the task enabled complex navigation of the task.  This allowed 
participants to perceive and act upon opportunities within the task and receive 
immediate feedback about the effectiveness of the applied strategy.  While the research 
showed that the nature of the feedback varied considerably across activities (e.g., non-
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verbal cues in one instance, and physical feelings of “rightness” in another), that in all 
cases, situational goals–feedback and strategy adjustment utilised within the task, 
constituted an important situational enabler of task engagement. 
Feedback is another core feature of flow theory.  One of the conditions for 
entering flow consists of “clear proximal goals and immediate feedback about the 
progress being made” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2009, p. 195).  In this 
conceptualisation, feedback and subsequent realignment of goals, arises out of the 
situation as it unfolds.  Flow is shaped by both the person and the environment, in an 
interactive manner (Csikszentmihalyi, 1985).  In this way, flow is considered a 
construct of emergent motivation, when motivation emerges as a consequence of the 
satisfaction that comes with full involvement with the activity. 
Summary of situational and psychological antecedents. 
As indicated previously, this research has confirmed by replication, Kahn’s 
(1990) results with regards to psychological antecedents to engagement.  This research 
has shown that safety, availability and meaning are all imperative, in a proximal way, 
to enabling engagement to occur.  This research also extended Kahn’s psychological 
antecedents to include self-efficacy, as it related to the task undertaken.  All of these 
psychological factors were important in a proximal sense. 
However, this research has also extended Kahn’s (1990) research and shown 
engagement to comprise situational or task related antecedents that also apply in the 
enabling of task engagement.  These situational antecedents are respectively: 
challenge, commensurate with skills; the ability to shape the situation; and the exercise 
of in-task goals and feedback.  These conclusions are consistent with Kahn’s 
description of engagement as “calibrations of self-in-role” (Kahn, 1990, p. 694). 
 Chapter 4: Study 2 – Diary Studies 257 
The discussion will now turn to the consequences of an episode of task 
engagement. 
Consequences of Engagement. 
The third research question for this thesis involved the consequences of episodes 
of task engagement.  Specifically, RQ 3 asked:   What are the consequences of having 
an episode of task engagement at work?  
Overall, this research showed that episodes of task engagement had direct 
benefits for individuals over two different categories: energy and recovery  and 
increased personal resources.  The task engagement model (see figure 12 above) 
reflects the research outcomes showing that episodes of task engagement provide 
significant personal gains both in the short term and the longer term.  These will be 
discussed in the following section. 
Increased Energy/Recovery. 
This research showed that employees who experienced episodes of engagement 
experienced increased energy through two different methods, by receiving a direct 
boost to energy, and by being protected against energy depletion.   
First, the impact of being engaged in a task created a period of enhanced mental 
energy, which was described as being higher than energy levels prior to the episode.  
Second, the higher energy levels did not decline and lasted well beyond the period of 
task engagement—impacting on residual energy levels well into the evening.  Thus, 
being engaged at work provided an energy boost which was sustained until at least the 
end of the day. 
Episodes of task engagement also appeared to prevent the depletion of energy.  
The exact mechanisms for this are unclear, however one possibility is the previously 
discussed (see Chapter 2) notion of “transient hypofrontality” as it is has been applied 
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to flow (Fullagar & Kelloway, 2013).  This is described as a temporary suspension of 
the higher cognitive functions (the analytic and meta-conscious capacities) to make 
way for highly practised, previously learned skills.  In other words, in a state of flow; 
efficient, skill based, implicit knowledge can be engaged in without interference, or 
with the consciousness of directed attention.  Transient hypofrontality suggests that as 
one enters a state of highly learned skills, the prefrontal regions in the brain 
progressively down-regulate, leaving only automatic implicit system functioning, 
which enables skilled movement to proceed effortlessly (Dietrich & Stoll, 2010). 
In effect, when one is fully in a state of flow, one is instinctively executing skills.  
Therefore, limited cognitive energy is being directed to the execution of the skill and 
therefore the individual is not being taxed in the same way that he or she might be for 
example, when learning a new skill.  Thus the application of transient hypofrontality 
theory in respect of this research would be that in a state of task engagement, the 
engaging episode is relying on the functioning of the automatic implicit system, and is 
therefore not depleting, resulting in limited diminishment of cognitive energy.  This 
constitutes an interesting area for further research. 
Increased personal resources. 
Similar to the increases in positive affect, both studies 1 and 2 also found an 
increase in personal resources as a consequence of an episode of task engagement.  
Specifically the resources identified included: an increased sense of achievement and 
self-efficacy; a higher a desire for involvement and an increase in positive emotions 
leading to higher quality relationships with others.  These resources were in addition 
to those already identified, specifically, increases in energy and recovery. 
There has been support in the literature as to the impact of resources on 
engagement (Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  For example, researchers have shown that 
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personal resources (self-efficacy, organisational-based self-esteem, and optimism, and 
work engagement) are reciprocal over time.  Further, personal resources have been 
shown to mediate the relationship between job resources and engagement/exhaustion 
and positively influence the perception of job resources (Xanthopoulou  et al., 2007).  
Further, Fredrickson’s (2008) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions, asserts 
that people’s daily experiences of positive emotions compound over time to build a 
wide variety of consequential personal resources (e.g., increased mindfulness, purpose 
in life, social support, and decreased illness symptoms).  In turn, these incremental 
increases in personal resources can predict increased life satisfaction and reduced 
depressive symptoms. 
This research suggests that individuals who experienced task engagement at 
work, experienced it as an episode of positive affect.  Specifically, positive affect was 
identified in two particular ways; first as an affective response manifested as a 
heightened sense of optimism; and second, as a behavioural response, resulting in 
happier relationships and interactions with others after the episode of engagement.  
This sense of general optimism was globally directed, rather than being specifically 
directed at any particular target, that is, task, organisation or profession.  It was 
generally experienced as a significantly heightened sense of well-being. 
While there has been limited research in the engagement area linking task 
engagement with positive affect, there has been research conducted in compatible 
areas, particularly in the context of Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory 
(Fredrickson & Joiner, 2002), providing evidence that positive emotions produced 
gains in personal resources, increased life satisfaction, and a reduction in depressive 
symptoms (Fredrickson  et al., 2008).  Other research in the area has shown that 
consistent exposure to positive emotions can broaden and build an individual’s 
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thought–action repertoires, enabling them to draw upon an ever-growing repertoire of 
connections, ideas, perceptions and action urges.  This broadened cognition creates in 
turn an increase in personal resources such as mindfulness, resilience, social closeness, 
and physical health (Cohn  et al., 2009; Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Garland  et al., 
2011).   
This current research found that positive personal resources accrued as a result 
of task engagement were higher at the end of the day, compared to those who had not 
experienced task engagement.  These results suggest the potential for gain spirals, as 
indicated in the broaden-and-build literature (Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Garland  
et al., 2010; Rowe  et al., 2005).  This is also a promising avenue for further research. 
Summary of engagement consequences. 
In summary, with regard to the consequences of engagement, this research 
contributes new data to the field.  In previous research, consequences of engagement 
have been largely related to positive organisational outcomes such as discretionary 
effort, greater productivity, lower absenteeism and turnover.  This research has shown 
that the consequences of task engagement are significantly associated with individual 
psychological gains.   
This research showed that episodes of engagement are responsible for increased 
energy and recovery and an increase in positive personal resources.  And further still, 
that as a consequence of each episode that further personal resources were gained, 
better relationships were built and more positive emotions were experienced.  This 
research has demonstrated that task engagement is associated with substantial gains 
for well-being in individuals and organisations.   
The following section will detail the original contributions of the research as 
well as its limitations and implications for future research and practice. 
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Original Contribution to Knowledge 
 
The common approach taken to advancing scientific research is to identify 
conceptual gaps in the literature and to duly fill the gap with well-constructed research, 
thereby adding to the completeness of the construct under investigation.  The approach 
taken by this current research was somewhat different.  Rather than taking the 
traditional gap spotting approach, or incrementally extending existing engagement 
theory, I problematised work engagement by challenging some of the assumptions 
underlying much of the existing literature in the field, and instead took a theory 
building approach (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011).  Ultimately the aim of the research 
was to develop a more thorough understanding of the original construct of engagement 
at work as portrayed by Kahn (1990).  This has necessitated going beyond the 
application of a particular approach and with no particular guide.  In addition, it has 
necessitated an approach that is based on theory building.  As such, this research has 
contributed new theory, a more clearly defined and scoped construct (that of task 
engagement) and a new theoretical model within which to understand the process of 
task engagement at work.   
Overall, the original contributions of this research are: an extension of existing 
theory by combining work engagement and flow research to generate the concept of 
task engagement; an explication of the timing of engagement episodes and the factors 
that end an episode of task engagement; an extension of Kahn’s (1990) antecedents to 
task engagement; an explication of the components or characteristics of task 
engagement; and the consequences of task engagement as they relate to personal gains.  
These will each be discussed in the following section. 
The episodic nature of task engagement.  
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While Kahn (1990) clearly presented engagement as an episodic construct, most 
of the subsequent research has treated engagement as a pervasive attitudinal construct.  
Only recently have some researchers begun to investigate the notion of day level 
engagement, identifying it as State Work Engagement, with a view of engagement on 
a day level basis (Sonnentag  et al., 2008a; Sonnentag  et al., 2010). 
 This current research has examined engagement as task based and has verified 
both qualitatively and quantitatively that the construct of task engagement, when 
viewed in this way, gains clarity.  It can be defined, articulated without confusion, and 
ceases to compete with other positive organisational behaviour constructs such as job 
satisfaction, organisational commitment and job involvement.  When viewed as a 
pervasive long-term construct, the inherent problems are largely unassailable.  There 
will never likely be consensus, because when viewed as a pervasive trait, attributes 
such as focus and absorption, distortion of time, and so on, make much less sense, as 
they are temporal, dynamic descriptions, rather than attitudes.  As an example, one is 
unlikely to be permanently “absorbed”.  
It is anticipated that this current research can enable engagement to be viewed 
as an episodic dynamic, person-in-situation construct and in doing so will remove 
much of the construct confusion and its overlap with other long-term constructs, which 
as this research has shown, are likely consequences of engagement rather than aspects 
of it. 
Timing of engagement episodes. 
This research is the first to offer some clarity around the timing of task 
engagement episodes.  Episodes mostly lasted between 30 minutes and one hour in 
length.  Thirty two percent of episodes lasted less than 30 minutes and 11.5% of 
episodes lasted between one and one and a half hours.  Essentially around 85% of 
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episodes lasted less than one and a half hours.  This research suggests that the ability 
to fully engage is limited in duration and that the required level of intensity to fully 
engage cannot be maintained indefinitely.   
Frequency of episodes of task engagement. 
This research has also been the first to offer some clarity around the frequency 
of task engagement episodes.  Results from Study 2 showed that 89% of participants 
experienced at least one episode of task engagement per day, and further, that 46.8% 
of participants experienced on average, between 1 and 2 episodes of task engagement 
per day.  Forty two percent experienced more than 3 per day.  Only 11% of the sample 
for this thesis experienced no engagement episodes on any given day. 
As this is the first study to offer detail with regards to the potential frequency of 
episodes of task engagement, further studies would need to be conducted to further 
explore frequency of episodes, particularly in connection with other variables to 
determine if particular patterns exist (i.e. time of day or week, types of activities and 
so on).  This represents an interesting area for future research. 
What ends an episode of engagement? 
The factors that contribute to ending episodes of engagement are of interest to 
employers, as much effort is expended in trying to understand the factors that facilitate 
workplaces that encourage application and productivity.  Once again, this research is 
the first to offer some initial clarity around episodes of task engagement and the factors 
that end them. 
Study 1 identified three key reasons for task engagement to end.  These were; 
ended naturally, pre-determined end, and other commitments.  Study 2 provided these 
three options to participants, along with the opportunity to provide other reasons.  
Study 2 verified the findings of Study 1 in this area.  The most common reason 
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provided for the cessation of task engagement was a pre-determined end (41.2%).  This 
was explained as episodes that occurred within scheduled work events, such as a 
meeting or an event which concluded as prearranged.  Generally speaking, the 
termination of the prearranged event also resulted in the termination of engagement.  
The second most common reason for cessation was “ended naturally” (27.9%), 
which referred to having simply completed a task, or reached the natural endpoint of 
one’s attentional capacity.  “Additional commitments” comprised 21.4%.  These 
included other internal and external commitments (e.g., having to pick up a child from 
school).   
A smaller number of participants (9.5%) identified “other” reasons for ceasing 
to be engaged.  The majority of these (around 70%) attributed their “cessation” to 
interruptions, for example, by staff members, phone calls, and organisational 
problems, which effectively ended the engagement.  Participants clearly indicated that 
being interrupted while engaged in a task, generally terminated the engagement, with 
most expressing difficulty in re-engaging once interrupted. 
Verification and extension of Kahn’s (1990) antecedents to engagement. 
This research has verified and confirmed Kahn’s (1990) three psychological 
antecedents to engagement, that is, safety, availability and meaning.  However, this 
research also extended Kahn’s findings by identifying self-efficacy to be an equally 
important psychological precondition to engaging in a task.   
This research further extended Kahn’s model by identifying the situational 
antecedents also serve as antecedents to task engagement.  These were respectively: 
challenge/skills; control; and in-task feedback.  The research showed that there are 
both personal and task/role antecedents that must be in place for an episode of task 
engagement to be enabled.  This has revealed task engagement to be person-in-
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situation construct, which highlights the importance of understanding an individual 
and individual behaviours in light of the environmental contexts in which that person 
acts.   
Components of task engagement. 
Much of the current research has defined engagement as comprising three 
factors; absorption, vigour and dedication.  These factors have been operationalised in 
the UWES (Schaufeli  et al., 2006) and were conceptualised on the basis of their being 
the opposite of the three burnout dimensions of exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy.  
Khan (1990) did not operationalise or define the components of engagement itself, 
except to describe it in general terms as “the momentary attachments or calibrations of 
self-in-role in an organisational context” (Kahn, 1990, p. 694).  
This research offers new information about the components of an engaging 
episode.  It has shown task engagement to be defined by three characteristics; 
absorption/focus with accompanying loss of objective self-awareness; high cognitive 
energy and efficiency (vigour); and the distortion of time. 
While these characteristics have all been identified as characteristics of task 
engagement, they have all also been previously identified as characteristics of flow.   
Consequences of task engagement. 
Other studies in work engagement research have long established associations 
with positive organisational behaviours.  Studies have also recently begun to establish 
a variety of consequences in respect of personal resources (e.g. Salanova  et al., 2006; 
Salanova  et al., 2010; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004; Xanthopoulou  et al., 2009a).  This 
study builds on existing theory in terms of the potential consequences of task 
engagement particularly as they apply to aspects of positive affect, energy and 
recovery and the building of personal resources. 
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Specifically, this research showed that episodes of task engagement are 
responsible for increased energy and recovery and an increase in personal resources.  
Further, the research indicated that these gains are enduring, lasting until at least the 
end of the day.   
This research reflects research from other related fields such as Fredrickson’s 
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions (2001).  As such, this research also 
suggests that task engagement may be experienced in the same way as an episode of 
positive affect.  This is another avenue to be pursued in future research. 
Task engagement is flow at work. 
Finally, this research suggests that episodes of task engagement as revealed by 
this research, substantially reflects the construct of flow (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  As shown by this research, the constructs of task 
engagement and flow share the same defining characteristics, and to some extent, the 
same antecedents and consequences.  At this stage there exists several gaps in the 
research that subsequently do not allow a definitive statement to be made as to their 
relationship, and further research is needed to confirm this hypothesis, however the 
conceptual overlap between the constructs is strong.  While other research has dealt 
with both constructs independently, this research is the first to make this assertion 
explicit.  This constitutes an exciting direction for further research. 
Summary of contributions. 
As indicated at the outset of the thesis, there has been limited research that has 
taken a problematising point of view to the diverse literature of work engagement, with 
the aim of clarifying some of the assumptions underlying much of the current research 
in the area.  In summary, this research has contributed a fully scoped construct and 
model of task engagement, which offers an explication of the antecedents and 
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consequences of task engagement, which in the main, are new offerings in the broader 
field of work engagement research. 
The following section will deal with the limitations of the research and the 
implications for theory and future research. 
Limitations of the Research 
There are always limitations in every field of research and this project is no 
exception.  With respect to the interview study, the general limitations that go with 
qualitative research generally fall to issues with rigour and generalisation.  The 
enhanced critical incident technique (Butterfield  et al., 2009) was used to mitigate 
some of the issues with rigour, including the use of an alternative coder to ensure 
personal bias was not an issue.  
In respect of study 2, a purposive sampling approach specifically known as 
intensity sampling, focussing on information-rich cases that manifest the phenomenon 
intensely was used.  This was considered defensible as the objective of the research 
was to study engagement episodes rather than the individuals involved.  Nevertheless 
this sampling approach resulted in a population that may not be considered 
representative.  While the population was drawn from a wide variety of occupations 
and was approximately equal in terms of gender, the population was nevertheless 
skewed to the higher end of organisations, in that the majority of staff (around 85%) 
were in either managerial or professional positions. 
In my sampling approach, I specifically targeted people who were engaged at 
work.  However, this aspiration almost proved too fruitful.  The population of this 
study was highly likely to be engaged, and compared with 919 engaged cases, only 89 
cases existed in which an individual did not experience an engaged episode at work 
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that day.  In addition, when asked how they would describe their current job in the 
context of their chosen ‘career’, most of the study participants responded with 
“perfect” or “good”.  While this should not impact on the value of the results—because 
as mentioned previously, the object was to examine episodes of engagement, not how 
many people were engaged—it does suggest that further research would need to seek 
broader demographic groups, cultures and age groups.  
The primary objective of this research as a whole was in its theory building 
objective, which was primarily attended to through the in-depth interviews using the 
critical incident method as mentioned.  Study 2 was designed to quantify some of the 
findings from Study 1 in addition to further clarifying some of the content, and this 
was largely achieved.  Nevertheless, there were some compromises that were made in 
the conduct of Study 2.  First, many of the scales were custom designed for this project 
as no scales currently exist that were designed to assess a construct comprised of 
essentially new measures.  Feedback from a pilot of the survey suggested that given 
the repetition of the daily surveys (three per day), that it was necessary to be as brief 
as possible, therefore many scales were reduced to dichotomous or single item 
measures.  This potentially impacted on the measure’s psychometric properties.  
Future, more focussed research will address this possible limitation. 
Implications for Theory and Future Research 
It is hoped that this current research can initiate additional exploratory and 
confirmatory research to further develop the offered model of task engagement.  
Therefore, the first requirement for future research would be to test the utility of the 
task engagement model.  At this stage of the model’s development, such replication is 
necessary in order to confidently offer it as a conceptual application of task 
engagement.  Doing so will further assist in refining the boundaries of the task 
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engagement concept.  Some additional specific suggestions for further research are 
discussed as follows. 
Association with Flow. 
A key area of future research is the potential overlap between task engagement 
and the construct of flow.  This current research was conducted in a fundamentally 
grounded manner in which the composition of the construct was enabled to emerge on 
its own without the restriction of pre-existing frameworks.  Its fully emerged 
resemblance to flow is substantial.  As shown by this research, the constructs share the 
same defining characteristics, and to some extent, the same antecedents and 
consequences.  At this stage a definitive statement cannot be made as to the 
compatibility of the respective antecedents and consequences, as insufficient research 
has been conducted to confirm this hypothesis, and further research must investigate 
this association further (i.e., further work on the antecedents and consequences of flow 
at work).  If it was to be found that flow and task engagement differ at some 
fundamental level, then these are areas of differences that must be discovered and 
articulated, in which case both constructs will reap the rewards from further construct 
clarification.  However, if as this research suggests, that the construct of task 
engagement and flow at work are in fact one and the same, then this also has substantial 
implications for task engagement.  Research into flow has progressed much further 
and is now branching into related fields of neuropsychology and neuroscience in order 
to explore the biological and neurological mechanisms that underpin such temporal 
episodes.  Merging the two research areas into a single domain of “peak experiences” 
would provide a vast array of possibilities to expand current task engagement research. 
Overall, one of the objectives of this research was to clarify the construct and 
determine where it fits in respect of its similar and overlapping constructs.  This 
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research has indicated that flow and engagement are at least very similar constructs, 
which are significantly different from previous overlapping constructs of 
organisational commitment and job satisfaction and job involvement.  Thus, future 
research could specifically examine the hypothesis that flow and task engagement are 
the same construct. 
Trait, state and task engagement. 
As is likely the case with all research into new domains, the opportunities for 
future research are numerous and will serve to both consolidate these initial 
conclusions as well as to further explore the numerous questions that remain 
unanswered or unclarified.  This particularly applies to how the notion of task 
engagement aligns with its broader aspect, trait engagement, and to the recent 
emergence of state (day level) engagement.  While this research has specifically 
focussed on the temporal and dynamic nature of task engagement, future research must 
apply itself to integrating the different levels of engagement: trait (or habitual) level 
engagement (Schaufeli & Salanova, 2011), state (or day level) engagement (Sonnentag  
et al., 2010) and task engagement.  The development of multi-level models of work 
engagement must be a priority for future research. 
Measuring engagement. 
The difficulties in measurement of the engagement experience itself remains 
challenging despite recent innovations and improvements in technological, analytical, 
and conceptual areas which have assisted within-person approaches (Dimotakis & 
Ilies, 2012).  Scientific enquiry in this area has long been restricted to the realm of 
survey instruments which, as noted earlier, have limitations as they depend on 
accuracy of recall.  Some recent methods such as diary methods experience sampling 
methods and event reconstruction methods have bridged this gap to some extent by 
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providing methods that are much more closely aligned to the experience itself and 
therefore can provide a higher level of validity in recall.  In-depth interviews remain a 
useful method, and most probably the method of choice for such research as they 
provide a holistic full account of the engagement experience, as well as the contextual 
factors, and in research like this, is essential.  Interviews however, suffer from the 
problem of small sample sizes and the difficulty of generalising to wider populations. 
Nevertheless, as exploratory research yields further information about 
antecedents that apply at both a psychological and situational level, organisations and 
practitioners may be able to make use of more traditional methods of assessment (i.e., 
survey methods), in order to assess individuals and organisations for their task 
engagement readiness or potential.  In addition, as research of an exploratory nature is 
likely to yield further information about the consequences of engagement at both a 
contextual and longer term level, such survey instruments may well be able to be 
applied in that respect. 
 Further research then could focus on the development of a task engagement 
measure that is designed to assess an organisations preparedness or capacity to engage 
employees.  In addition, psychometric measures designed to assess an individual’s 
capacity to engage (i.e., based on their temporal measurements of safety, meaning, 
availability, and self-efficacy) may offer benefit to organisations for the purpose of 
improving the capacity of employees within organisations to engage.  Further, 
additional measures and attention paid to person/job fit and flexibility in job design 
ensures maximum personal input (challenge and control) and also enables the potential 
for engagement to occur. 
Disengagement. 
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Kahn (1990) identified disengagement as “the uncoupling of selves from work 
roles; in disengagement, people withdraw and defend themselves physically, 
cognitively, or emotionally during role performances” (p. 694).  This research focussed 
on task engagement rather than disengagement.  However, further research into the 
antecedents, characteristics and consequences of disengagement presents an 
interesting area of future research.  
Research into related fields such as subjective well-being, has discovered that 
pleasant and unpleasant affect are independent of one another and have different 
correlates—they are not simply opposites of each other (Diener, Smith, & Fujita, 
1995).  In other words, it is likely that engagement and disengagement at work would 
be independent constructs.  While some researchers have positioned disengagement as 
synonymous with burnout, this research, as well as other research in the field of 
positive effect, would suggest that they may be different constructs and that the 
elimination of disengagement, would not guarantee task engagement (and vice versa).    
An exciting opportunity for future research is in the comparison of employees 
who experience engaging episodes at work with those who do not, and an examination 
of the long-term consequences both at the individual level and the organisational level, 
and at both proximal and distal points in time.  This would be of benefit to individuals 
and organisations alike. 
Generalisability of task engagement. 
Whilst this research has focused on the conditions of engagement that generalise 
across individuals and that have emerged as common conditions of task engagement, 
these conditions need to be tested against different demographic groups.  As articulated 
previously in the research limitations, the population for this research consisted of 
Western, white collar, mature, highly educated, and relatively senior (in terms of 
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organisational authority) participants.  This research then, is limited to those 
populations in applying these generalised notions of task engagement.  Thus future 
research would need to test the generalisability of these findings across different 
demographic and cultural groups. 
Protective effects of task engagement. 
The potential for not only the positive, but also the protective effects of task 
engagement offer an exciting area of future research.  This research has shown that it 
builds social and psychological resources in the individual, which can then be used for 
further tasks.  The broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005), also 
suggests that positive emotions also have the ability to physiologically down-regulate 
lingering negative emotions and to facilitate upward spirals of emotional well-being.  
Broaden-and-build research has specifically found that the experience of positive 
emotions is able to “buffer against and undo the deleterious effects of stressful 
adaptional encounters and reduce the impact of future distress” (Garland  et al., 2010, 
p. 850).  Other research into neuroplasticity has shown that positive emotional states 
can create long-term changes in the function and structure of the brain which then in 
turn promotes further adaptive thoughts and behaviours (Garland & Howard, 2009).  
This current research has indicated that task engagement may provide the same 
outcomes for individuals.  Enormous potential exists for future research in respect of 
the potential psychological, neurological and physiological effects of episodes of task 
engagement at work and its potential application for individual well-being.  
Antecedents to engagement. 
This research confirmed Kahn’s (1990) conceptualisation of engagement by 
finding that safety, meaning and availability were important psychological conditions 
to enabling task engagement, in addition to self-efficacy.  This research also showed 
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that in addition to psychological conditions of engagement that there existed 
situational conditions that were necessary and that must exist for an episode of 
engagement to occur.  Further research is needed to verify these findings.  As largely 
original findings—though there are overlaps with the construct of flow as explained 
earlier—these proximal antecedents of engagement need to be verified, refined and 
clarified in further research.  
Many additional questions remain in respect of these antecedents.  For instance, 
how do the antecedents of engagement combine to create task engagement?  Are they 
all necessary for task engagement to occur?  Do they exist in varying degrees?  Must 
one come before another and is it possible to only have only some of the antecedents 
for task engagement to occur?  And finally, do different types of occupations or 
individual temperaments have a consistent effect on the degree, composition and/or 
sequencing of these antecedents.  These and other questions would be of potential 
interest in further research.  
Individual differences.  
Clearly the consequence or the manifestation of engagement of work happens 
across a wide variety of tasks.  For one person it may be in writing a strategic planning 
document, for another it may be in a group setting where there is substantial interplay 
between group participants.  To what extent do individual characteristics have a 
bearing on the types of tasks in which people engage?  In the context of flow research, 
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) primarily positioned flow as an intrinsic motivational state.  
However, he also suggested the notion of an “autotelic personality” to describe 
someone who is naturally prone to experiencing flow.  Essentially this is someone who 
is internally driven, naturally involved with everything around them, and is 
dispositionally geared to seek challenges and flow experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 
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1982).  Some researchers have proposed that the autotelic personality is likely 
composed of particular personality traits such as curiosity and interest in life, 
persistence, openness to experience and low self-centeredness (Nakamura & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2009).  Csikszentmihalyi further claimed that such meta-skills 
enabled autotelics to be disposed towards intrinsic motivation and therefore enabled 
to avail themselves of both more flow opportunities and to stay longer in a state of 
flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997a).   
In a similar way, task engagement has been identified in this research as an 
intrinsic motivational construct.  Nevertheless, like flow, there may be particular 
personality dispositions that make certain individuals more likely to become engaged 
at work.  Further research in these areas, both in terms of identification and 
measurement of the attributes of people more inclined towards episodes of task 
engagement, would be of interest.  As noted previously, studies in the area of flow 
have shown that the capacity for experiencing flow has been shown to be largely 
universal.  Nevertheless, the rate and frequency at which individuals experience 
episodes of flow are potentially much more variable.  
Aside from suggestions for future research, the conclusions of this thesis have 
some implications for practice.  These are described in the following section. 
Implications for Practice  
This research contains some basic implications for organisations.  It aims to take 
some of the key findings from the research and translate it into potential organisational 
practice.  It reinforces some of the messages of positive psychology and research that 
have been forged in the tradition of positive psychology and well-being at work.   
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Implications for individuals who experience episodes of task engagement. 
This research has shown that having episodes of task engagement results in many 
personal positive gains.  Specifically, the research showed that episodes of task 
engagement were responsible for increased energy and recovery and an increase in 
personal resources.  Further, the research indicated that these gains were enduring, at 
least until the end of the day. 
There are many ways to achieve better functioning organisations.  One 
suggestion would be to map the amount of engagement episodes in an organisation, as 
a useful marker of organisational health.  Given that engagement episodes occur in the 
context of organisational environments that are likely to be engagement friendly, the 
degree of task engagement occurring provides a possible marker for general 
organisational health and well-being.  If organisations possess a good understanding 
of task engagement antecedents, both situational and psychological, it will enable 
better job design and organisational practices to facilitate the occurrence of engaged 
episodes.  
The following sections briefly cover the ways in which organisations can 
improve their engagement readiness, as derived from the research from this study. 
Psychological safety. 
An obvious place for intervention in organisations to improve the potential for 
engagement is at the level of psychological safety.  Specifically, this research 
suggested that a general level of psychological safety was one in which an employee 
felt able to express their authentic opinions without fear of negative consequences.  
They described a safe organisation as one in which, if they failed at a task, they were 
confident that the organisation would support them, back them up and help them to 
redress the issue.  The most potentially engagement friendly organisations are ones in 
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which someone is able to let down their guard to be themselves without undue self-
consciousness or fear for the consequences.  
Research conducted in other studies have consistently confirmed three aspects 
as significantly contributing to such an environment; supervisor support, co-worker 
support and organisational climate (Avery, McKay, & Wilson, 2007; Eisenberger, 
Stinglhamber, Vandenberghe, Sucharski, & Rhoades, 2002; Shanock & Eisenberger, 
2006; William, Karl, Scott, & Erin, 2007).  In an environment that is psychologically 
safe and nurturing, employees are less likely to experience negative emotions which 
research has shown is energy depleting (i.e. Keith & Frese, 2011).  Thus they are better 
able to focus and concentrate on the task which in turn contributes to higher levels of 
performance. 
It is recommended that organisations take it upon themselves, even in the context 
of unstable external environments, to create a workplace that is collegial, authentic, 
trustworthy and psychologically safe.  Such a workplace will set the platform for 
employees to engage in their tasks. 
Meaning at work. 
Meaning has emerged as a strong concept throughout this research, and was 
shown as significantly influencing task engagement.  Despite theoretical consensus 
and current research indicating that meaning in life as well as meaning at work, is 
important, the construct of meaning is subject to variable definitions and 
operationalisations (Steger, 2012).  Nevertheless, there are several relevant theoretical 
constructs that have been found to impact on meaning at work, specifically; person-
job fit, and person-organisation fit.  Person-job fit is considered to have two elements: 
firstly, the fit between a person’s knowledge, skills, and abilities, and the demands of 
the job (Cable & Judge, 1996), and second, the fit between the aspirations and desires 
 278 Chapter 4: Study 2 – Diary Studies  
of an individual and the attributes of the job (Cable & DeRue, 2002).  Research has 
shown that workers, who perceive a high level of accord between their personal 
attributes and the requirements of the job, enjoy a high level of job satisfaction and 
meaning (Brkich, Jeffs, & Carless, 2002).  
Person-organisation fit on the other hand, is defined as the compatibility between 
the individual and the entire organisation (Lauver & Kristof-Brown, 2001).  A person 
may fit in the organisation because they hold the same values, or because the person 
and the organisation supply each other’s needs (Sekiguchi, 2007).  These elements of 
person-organisation fit, contribute directly to the perception of meaning for employees.   
Availability at work. 
This research specifically highlighted the importance of role or task related 
availability as an important antecedent to task engagement.  Availability was shown 
to be time and resource related.  This meant being provided adequate time to prepare 
for work-related tasks; and being provided with all of the relevant information and 
resources prior to engaging in a task, so that employees were not rushing and ill 
prepared.  In all, this research indicates that it is important that organisations enable 
workers adequate time to prepare tasks and that they receive access to all required 
contextual information and resources in order to be fully prepared and to complete 
their tasks properly.  These factors enable employees to feel sufficiently available, to 
engage with their task and perform well. 
Stress, recovery and sustaining energy. 
The results from this study suggests that the more that employees are enabled to 
participate in tasks that they enjoy, that are commensurate with their skills and values, 
and that absorb them, then they are much less likely to fatigue and suffer stress and 
loss of personal resources.  This research also indicated that not only can individuals 
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get additional energy, but can sustain energy as a consequence of experiencing 
episodes of task engagement.  The key organisational implication for this is simply 
that creating an environment that facilitates episodes of engagement may have 
significant implications for workers in terms of energy and recovery on a daily basis.  
This is not insignificant in the context of the current worldwide trajectories of 
increasing workplace stress, fatigue and burnout (Casey & Pui-Tak Liang, 2014).   
Other research has also supported the idea of resource building, recovery and 
energy enhancement as a consequence of organisational initiatives.  These include 
having work that is meaningful with clear purpose (Loehr & Schwartz, 2003); work 
that is compatible in terms of skills and task difficulty (Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi, & 
Damon, 2002; Quinn, 2005); work that provides positive feedback and a sense of 
achievement and progression (Bandura, 1977); and finally work that provides a sense 
of autonomy and self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000).  All of these aspects have 
been verified in the current research in terms of consequences of task engagement. 
Overall Summary 
This thesis began by positioning task engagement in the field of positive 
psychology, as one of a number of constructs in the organisational context, that is 
concerned with prevention (of dysfunction) and the amplification of human strengths 
(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).  Specifically, the construct of task engagement, 
when viewed as a within-person episodic construct, is a merging of positive 
psychology and the current focus on within-person processes that influence positive 
organisational outcomes.  It reflects the increasing interest and concern for the quality 
of people’s psychological experiences at work, the contextual aspects that encourage 
and harness adaptive functioning in organisations, and the influences of work on 
individuals in their broader psychological, social and familial contexts.  
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Original research in this area was conducted by Kahn (1990).  However, because 
of the inherent discrepancy between Kahn’s original engagement research and current 
conceptualisations of work engagement, the purpose of this project was to re-examine 
the construct from its very beginning to enable it unfettered access to emerge and in 
doing so to generate new theory and to enable a fresh viewpoint to emerge.  To that 
end, three research questions were posed: “What constitutes an episode of task 
engagement?”; “What are its proximal antecedents?” and “What are its 
consequences?” 
The results from this study have provided significant new theory to the research 
area of task engagement.  The research has both qualitatively and empirically 
supported and significantly extended Kahn's (1990) essential premises, proffering 
engagement as a temporal episode and an intrinsic motivation construct.  Further it has 
provided new theory in terms of the conceptualisation of an episode of task 
engagement at work.  It has offered significant clarity around its timing, its experiential 
aspects and the factors that make the episode of task engagement end.  Further still, it 
has provided new theory in terms of the antecedents of, and the consequences of task 
engagement, particularly in respect of its individual consequences for energy, recovery 
and personal resource gains. 
In a theoretical sense, this research may have significance as it serves to assist in 
the clarification of the construct of task work engagement.  In contrast to the leading 
portrayals of engagement, this research has positioned the construct as an intrinsic 
motivational concept that is temporal and dynamic, involving the interplay of person 
and situation, and has substantial application for individual well-being.  In addition, 
this research has proposed a model for task engagement, providing a basis for ongoing 
research.   
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In a practical sense this research is also significant.  As the construct of 
engagement has been substantially utilised by the various consultancy and practice 
sectors, in many differing variations of both meaning and measurement, this research 
then, can provide new information regarding episodes of task engagement and its 
potential for personal and organisational well-being.  This will facilitate the potential 
development of organisational metrics to determine levels of task engagement within 
organisations, and thereby generate more responsive data about the health and well-
being of the organisation and its employees.  In addition, organisations and 
practitioners will have greater understanding of the antecedents (both situational and 
psychological) which will enable better job design and organisational practices to 
facilitate the occurrence of task engagement. 
Finally this research can pave the way for additional or further research into 
engagement as a strategy for improving health and well-being of individuals at work.  
This research has shown important potential enduring personal gains that are made 
from engaging in tasks at work.  Further, this research suggests that engaging in tasks 
at work may play an important role in not only recovery, but as preventer of stress and 
fatigue, and the depletion of personal resources.  These early findings are of 
importance in the context of escalating levels of organisational stress (Boyd  et al., 
2014; Garland  et al., 2011; Sonnentag  et al., 2012).  This research will also contribute 
to the accelerating levels of research being conducted in respect of daily fluctuations 
and within-person processes (Beal & Weiss, 2013). 
In conclusion, a major challenge for organisations is to initiate and manage the 
factors that create a work place that is conducive to task engagement.  Such efforts will 
enhance the financial and productive gains of the organisation by liberating workers 
who are happier, more optimistic, have stronger personal resources at their disposal; 
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demonstrate higher energy; better recovery and stress management; and are enriched 
by feelings of accomplishment, efficacy and competence.   
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Appendix 1  Interview Protocol – Study 1 (In depth Interviews) 
 
1. Introduction and explanation of ethics, confidentiality & research process 
Warm-up  
1. Demographic info (age, gender, profession, family responsibilities) 
2. What is your job here?  
3. How long have you worked here? What did you do before this job?  
4. Do you identify with a particular career, if so, what is it? 
5. Does this job fit into your career plan? 
6. Do you generally enjoy your job here?  
 
2. Engagement 
I'd like you to think about a time at work, in which you've been attentive and 
interested in what you're doing, felt absorbed and involved, and time flew by. A time 
when you didn't think about how you'd rather be doing something else, and you 
didn't feel bored, and distractions are annoying rather than welcome. One example of 
this, outside of the work- place, is when we are watching a great sporting event, or 
having a great conversation with a friend.  We get involved to the extent that we 
almost forget that we're just watching a game and we are fully absorbed: we don't 
think about ourselves, and the other things that we could be doing. And we are 
almost sad when it ends. 
 
This also happens when we're working, that we get so wrapped up in what we're 
doing that we forget about other things, and there is a real sense of absorption and 
energy for the task (as opposed to being driven by outside factors to perform the 
task). This can be when we're doing something by ourselves, like writing or drafting, 
or when we're working with other people.  
 
Description (structure of episodic engagement) 
1. Can you think of a specific time recently, when you've felt like that at work?  
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2. What was it about the situation that engaged you personally (personal 
preferences, personality, values, skills, identity etc? 
3. How would you describe the episode in terms of your feelings, thoughts and 
behaviours? 
4. What can you tell me about the level of challenge in the situation, and your 
skills in dealing with it. 
5. How ‘authentic” were you (how you would really behave with no barriers), 
and was this relevant to being engaged? 
6. What enabled you able to be “authentic” or ‘fully there? (what personal and 
work resources were in play) 
Timing of episode 
7. How did you feel once the episode ended? 
8. Approximately how long did the episode of engagement last? 
9. What made it end 
10. how often do these engagement episodes happen for you? 
Predictors / Determinants 
11. What happened to enable the episode to occur (antecedents)? 
12. (proximal) what  situational factors were present 
13. (person related) What personal predictors were important 
14. What organizational resources were important 
15. Is leadership important in enabling the episode, if so why and in what way? 
16. Do these antecedents occur in any specific order? 
17. Are some antecedents more powerful than others, and do all antecedents 
need to be present for an “engagement episode” to occur? 
Outcomes / consequences of task engagement. 
18. Firstly, how do you generally feel after an engagement episode? 
19. To whom or what are your feelings directed at (i.e. task, individual  or 
organization?) 
20. How did the experience affect the remainder of the work day, following 
morning or week? 
21. Did it have any effect on you in a personal sense, i.e to how you feel about 
your abilities or skills (self – efficacy) 
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22. Did it affect your personal life in any way? 
23. What affect does it have over your general stress levels? 
24. Is there any connection between engagement episodes? 
25. Are they the same sort of episodes in each case, or are they completely 
different situations and contexts? 
 
3. Relationship between engagement and other attitudes? 
What can you tell me about these episodes of engagement and how they relate to 
your overall attitudes of being engaged at work, satisfied, committed etc.  In other 
words, outside your episodes of engagement, how do you generally feel about work? 
Do the amount of episodes of engagement that you have, impact on how you 
generally feel about work? 
 
4. Closing  
 
Is there anything that you want to add or stress that might help me understand the 
influences on when you do and don't feel engaged here?  
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Appendix 2  Daily Task Engagement Survey 
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Appendix 3  End of Day Survey 
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Appendix 4  Morning Survey 
 
 
 
